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F O R E W O R D
W il l R o g e r s s a id o f C h a r l ie R l ’ s se ll t h a t h e w a s n o t ju s t a

painter, he was not a just anything. So I say of D orothy Johnson that
she is not just a writer or a just anything. The person stands equal w ith
the product, a fact certainly not true o f all authors.
The product stands high, for, make no mistake, Miss Johnson is a
writer. As she said to me once when her eyesight was dimming,
“^V itin g is what I do.” Amen. Her works are marked by clean prose, a
fine sense of organization and contrast and a laconic wit. Edmund
Gosse once said that the secret of successful fiction was a continual
slight novelty. Whether in fiction or non-fiction, Miss Johnson never
needed to be told that. She knew instinctively.
By turns—no by mixture—she has been newspaperwoman, editor,
teacher and, first of all, writer. Her course must have been set when she
was a girl in Whitefish, Montana, a place she writes of with keen
memory and bright humor in the recently published When You and 1
Were Young, Whitefish.
In my hands is a bibliography of her works. It includes 17 full-length
books, 52 stories, numerous poems and many other pieces, an impres
sive list by any writer. For years her letters to the editor have delighted
readers of the Missoulian.
O nly a reckless appraiser would venture to say which o f her works is
best, but when I th in k of her publications The Bloody Bozeman comes
first to my mind.
Miss Johnson has persisted w ith courage in the face o f physical diffi
culties that would have discouraged and defeated lesser folk.
But sympathy is not what she wants. W hat she wants is to write well
and do it steadily.
May the gods be w ith her.
A. B. Guthrie, Jr.
Choteau, Montana
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D o r o t h y M . Jo h n s o n c r a c k e d t h e b ig -t im e r c t io n m a r k e t ln

1930 and thought her future assured as a writer. Then, for 11 years,
magazine editors ignored her. Time and again she conquered
disappointment, and one dav heard herself called bv a critic “the most
brilliant woman Western taleteller since M arv A ustin .” Her tools were
perseverance and toil, and in the difficult and frustrating business of
w riting they brought her considerable fame.
For 15 years she found her way w ith relative ease through the maze
that is New York C itv. O n ly after returning to M ontana did she
become lost—in the garbage dump of a town containing little more
than a post office and gas pump. As she had before, and as she has
since, she laughed at herself and made others laugh. Laughter was
another of her tools.
Born in Iowa and reared a widow’s daughter in a tough, mud-andstump, M ontana railroad town, D orothy Johnson learned long before
adulthood that optimism was better than pessimism and that to laugh
at herself was better than to lament. She learned self-discipline and she
learned the difference between talking and doing. She learned some
thing about cynicism, too. In a letter written early in 1965 to the
University of M ontana student newspaper, the Montana Kaimin, she
proposed a new campus organization based on these principles:
1. Although some people are absurd, life is not; life is good and we are
glad to have it.
2. We retain the right to laugh (kindly if possible) at absurd people, but we
w ill never sneer at life.
3. A member who becomes hopelessly infected w ith the prevalent idea
that we are all worms together and nothing is any use w ill be encouraged to
depart from our company.
4. If a member becomes convinced that he himself is an absurd worm, we
w ill give him sympathy u n til he proves it. Then we w ill eject him from our
society so that he can seek his own level.
5. We w ill not babble about whether this is the best o f all possible worlds
but w ill accept w ith grace the fact that it is the only one we have at the pres
ent time.
6. We w ill endeavor to live in it, and inevitably leave it, w ith dignity and
w ithout whimpering, believing that, although we may become food for
worms, they w ill not be comm itting cannibalism.

Dorothy Johnson also learned that sacrifice was the price o f achieve
ment. Still, she went ahead undaunted—partly because she chose to
[ vii ]

and partly because her personality demanded it. A close friend, Dr.
Catharine Burnham, considered her an example o f dynamic equili
brium. Like an airplane in flight. Dr. Burnham once explained. Miss
Johnson’s equilibrium depends on her staying in motion.
Miss Johnson did, indeed, stay in motion, a fact testified to by her
accomplishments in not one, but many, careers.
As a student, her potential was evident. As a secretary and stenog
rapher—and later as an advertising copywriter and magazine editor—
employers considered her a blessing. As a newspaper reporter, colum
nist and news editor, her work was deemed invaluable by her boss,
himself a veteran editor. As a book reviewer, her services were sought
by the New York Herald Tribune, Saturday Review and by several noted
historical periodicals. As a professor of journalism, her experience and
sense of humor were assets that gave to students the encouragement to
try —then to try again. As secretary-manager of the Montana Press
Association, her adroitness in technical matters and her masterful
handling of people commanded deep loyalty and respect. As a
raconteur, she was eminent.
A n d always—through the nights, through the weekends, through
the vacations, through the years—there has been the writing. Among
her lessons, she learned that perspiration, concentration and determi
nation usually had their just rewards. She learned that one could lose
many battles without losing a war. She lost many battles—like the one
that lasted 11 years—but in the end she triumphed.
Time compared the best of her short stories with those of Mark
Twain and Bret Harte.
The New York Herald Tribune placed her in the exalted company of
A . B. Guthrie Jr. and Conrad Richter.
Editors o f The Outnumbered, a 1967 anthology of stories, poems and
essays about America’s m inority groups, thought her story “Scars of
H onor” sufficiently good to be published with those of John Steinbeck,
W illiam Saroyan, W illa Gather and Stephen Vincent Benet.
Editors of The Western Hall of Fame, a 1984 anthology of classic
Western short stories selected by the Western Writers of America,
thought her stories “Lost Sister” and “A Man Called Horse” sufficiently
good to be published with stories by M ark Twain, Stephen Crane, O.
Henry and Zane Grey.
Richard Tyre, a Pennsylvania English professor and authority on
American frontier literature, described her style as “ lean, unadorned
and understated,” and labeled it “reminiscent of Hemingway at his
best.”
Jack Schaefer, author of Shane, described her as one of the few writers
whose authenticity, integrity, sheer vigor and excitement were helping
to build a body o f true literature about the American West.
[ via ]

The National Cowbov Hall of Fame and the Western Heritage
Center in Oklahoma C itv, Oklahoma, named her book Buffalo
Woman the outstanding Wbstern novel o f N78 and gave her the
Western Heritage Wrangler Award.
The Western Writers o f America in 1976 presented her w ith the
prestigious Levi Strauss Golden Saddleman Award for '‘outstanding
contributions to the history and legends of the West.”
The University of M ontana presented her w ith a Distinguished Ser
vice Award as well as the school’s highest honor, an honorary doctor of
letters degree.
Hollywood repeatedly paid its respects.
WTiat follows is a biography of D orothy M. Johnson. For many
hours of assistance, for much helpful advice and for encouragement in
this project, I wish to thank Professor W^arren J. Brier, former dean of
the School of Journalism at the University of Montana. 1 also am in 
debted to Professor Nathaniel B. Blumberg, former dean of the U M
journalism school, and the late Vedder M . G ilbert of the U M Depart
ment of English. Both gave generously of their time. Others whose help
was especially valuable include the late Mrs. Homer Taggart of
M idland, South Dakota; Mrs. A .C . (Mable) Engelter, librarian
emeritus, W hitefish Public Library, W hitefish, M ontana; D r.
Catharine A . Burnham, Peekskill, New York; Mel Ruder, Columbia
Falls, M ontana; the late Professor Harold G. Merriam, Missoula, M o n 
tana, and the late Gurnie M . Moss, Kalispell, Montana.
Finally, a word of special thanks is due my friends Richard and Ingrid
Geissler. Early on in this project they gave me invaluable moral support
and many memorable hours—he at the pool table and she at the dinner
table.
Steve Smith
Missoula, Montana
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Dorothy Johnson w ith her 1976 Levi Strauss Golden Saddleman Award
“ for bringing dignity and honor to the history and legends of the West/’
(Boh Cushman photo)
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For Sandy Smith Lowmascer, who had courage
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Once there were men here.
T he pebbled d irt ro o f o f the cellar
Juts o ut from under the hill.
A pile o f tin cans, so rusty
As to be almost a part o f the earth, by now
Lies at the foot o f the hill.
T he house is gone, and the men—
G od only knows where they have left their picks.
Here a;e only th eir leavings
A n d a gash in the earth th a t is almost healed.
T he years and the w in d and the rain
Heal everything.
Dorothy Marie Johnson

[ r ii ]

C H A P T E R

O N E

Iowa
I s IN G L\ THE N o r th e r n H ig h l a n d

r e g io n

o f the state whose name it bears, the W isconsin
R iver flows south

to w a rd

Illin o is.

The

rive r

traverses the fertile, green dairyland o f the C e n tra l
Plain, and near the to w n o f Portage—70 miles n o rth o f the Illinois
line and 30 miles n o rth o f M a d iso n —cuts sharply to the southwest
to w ard Iowa. A lm o st 100 miles downstream from the bend, hav 
ing passed th ro u g h Prairie du Sac and Sauk C ity , M uscoda; Boscobel and Wauzeka, it joins almost at a rig h t angle w ith the wider,
m uddier Mississippi.
Across the Mississippi is Iowa, and in C la yto n C o u n ty , some
tw o miles upstream fro m the rivers’ meeting p o in t, is the to w n o f
M cG regor. T h e Father o f Waters laps at its feet. D a iry farms and
b o u n tifu l acres o f hay, corn, oats and soybeans spread o u t o f sight
to the west, n o rth and south. Platted in 1846, incorporated in
1857, and w ith a population o f 5,000 in the 1860s, VfcO regor, by
1870, had become the m ain tra ding p o in t for most homesteaders
w ith in a 200-mile radius. However, by 1900, its popu la tio n had
dw indled to 1,500, the chief reason being the westward push o f the
railroads, w h ich opened western Iowa, M innesota and the
Dakotas to fu rth e r settlement.
H a rry and L o ttie Johnson settled o n a modest farm south o f
M cG regor in 1873. Tall, stern-faced and characterized by a glass
eye, he was a Pennsylvanian by b irth . H is wife, the form er
C h a rlo tte R oot, was a native o f N ew York. T hey b ro ug h t th e ir
son, Lester Eugene, b o rn in A lb io n , N ew York, on December 20,
1870, and an older daughter, Grace.
A frail-looking, handsome boy w ith a sensitive, perceptive face,

[1]

young Lester’s early education was in a co u n try school near his
parents’ farm. A fte r attending the M cG regor city school, he earned
a teaching certificate from Iowa State Teachers College at Cedar
Falls. He taught school for five years after his graduation—four in
N o rth M cG regor (now M arquette) and one in W ashington state,
where he acquired a lifelong love for the West. Learning th a t his
father’s health was failing, Lester resigned his teaching position

€-

Harry and Lottie Johnson and their children, Grace
and Lester.

[2 ]

and came hom e to ru n the fa m ily farm .
T h e evening o f June 25,1896, was ideal for the graduation exer
cises o f the nine seniors o f M cG re g o r H ig h School. A m o n g the
graduates was M a ry Louisa Barlow , at 16 the class salutatorian.
K n o w n as Louisa, she was b o rn in N o rth M cG re g o r o n December
30, 1879, the eldest daughter o f W illia m and C a rrie Barlow.
W illia m Barlow , English by b irth , had come to the U n ite d States
as a young m an. Soon after his marriage to C arrie H ilm oe, a
native o f N o rw a y, he settled in N o rth M cG re g or to w o rk in a m ill.
T h e fa m ily later m oved a m ile d o w n river to M cG re g or, where
M r. B arlow w orked fo r a produce com pany. Louisa, 13 at the
tim e, enrolled in M cG re g o r H ig h School, fro m w h ich she w o u ld
be graduated youngest in her class and w ith high honors.
A fte r her graduation, Louisa attended Teachers In stitu te at
Elkader, Iowa, passing her exam inations w ith

high marks.

A lth o u g h , according to Iowa law, she was n o t old enough to re
ceive a teacher’s certificate, her record was so outstanding th a t the
county superintendent sent her papers to the state superintendent
requesting th a t she be given a certificate. She returned to N o rth

m

M ary Louisa Barlow at
age 16.

13]

McGregor’s streets frequently were the victim of the rampaging
Mississippi River.

M cG regor, where she taught at country schools for four years.
H er teaching career—at least in country schools—soon ended
w ith the peal o f a wedding bell. Box socials in Iowa at the the tu rn
o f the century were events to w hich young ladies brought beau
tifu lly decorated boxes o f lunch to be auctioned. W hile young
men at these affairs were enthusiastic about the food, their p ri
mary concern was w ho had prepared it. The auction over and the
lunches eaten, each man often would escort to her home the girl
whose lunch he had purchased. So it was w ith Lester Johnson—
teacher, market gardener and potato specialist—and Louisa
Barlow, teacher. Later, Lester would drive Louisa from her board
ing place to her parents’ home on Friday afternoons, delivering
her again late Sunday for another week o f school. School ended,
b u t the buggy rides did not.
W hile courting, Lester and Louisa sometimes attended Chautauquas at a nearby Mississippi River summer resort called

[4]

M cG re g o r Heights. Included in the ente rta in m e nt were m o o n 
lig h t excursions o n the steamboat

w h ich made regular trips,

stopping at tow ns and presenting shows. Three stories high and
offering music, dancing and d in in g , the vessel may have been the
place where Lester proposed to Louisa. T h e tw o were m arried by
a M e th o d is t m in iste r )u ly 3, 1901, in M cG re g o r. Lester had b u ilt
a house o n the farm near his parents’ hom e, and he to o k his
b rid e there.
T h e same frame house, w h ite and tw o stories w ith a lean-to
a d d itio n at the rear, was where Louisa Johnson, fo ur and one-half
years later, gave b ir th to a daughter. T h e date was Tuesday,
December 19,3905, the tim e, 6 a.m. A tte n d in g m o the r and ch ild
was a w om an. D r. A .M . C la rk , assisted by Jessie M o o d y , a local
nurse, and Louisa’s sister, M a ttie .
T h e Johnsons, p la nn in g to name th e ir 6^2-pound daughter
M a ttie after her aunt, were restrained by the aunt, herself, w ho

Lester Johnson and his bride, Louisa, soon after their marriage on July 3, 1901.

[5]

I
'

... ' : -C ^

^

Dorothy Johnson was born in this house on December 19, 1905. Her
father built the house, which was on a farm near McGregor, Iowa.
(Photo courtesy of Mrs. Homer Taggart)

disliked the name. Finally christened D o ro th y, the child was to go
by her middle name, M arie, u n til her entrance in to college almost
17 years later.
Sickly at first, M arie Johnson weighed 14 pounds by the tim e
she was four m onths old. W ith in a year she was pulling herself up
using chairs u n til her father purchased a baby walker.
As his daughter cut her first tooth, took her first steps and
became accustomed to her first pair o f overalls, Lester Johnson
continued to operate the small farm south o f M cG regor.
However, in 1908, a kidney ailm ent forced him to move w ith his
wife and daughter to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he enrolled in a
business school. T he move was the first o f many for the Zkz-yearold M arie. W ith in a year, the second was planned when M r.
Johnson learned o f an office position in Great Falls, M ontana.
[ 6 ]

For a m an try in g to change jobs because o f bad health, heaving
freight at a railroad station was little im provem ent for Lester
Johnson. However, th a t is w hat he was forced to do w hen, on his
arrival in G reat Falls in 1909, his resources meager, he discovered
th a t the com pany th a t had hired h im was n o t altogether legiti
mate. L iftin g freight was no better for h im th a n farm ing; his
health remained poor.
In 1911, M r. Johnson’s business tra in in g and some b rie f exper
ience as an office manager in St. Paul helped h im o b ta in a tim e 
keeper’s jo b at the M o n ta n a Power dam at R a in b ow Falls below
G reat Falls on the M isso u ri River. M a rie Johnson, n ow 6, had
just started school in G reat Falls w hen her father m oved the
fa m ily to R ainbow .
H a vin g to discontinue her form al education apparently d id n o t
b o th e r M arie. As she pointed o ut some 40 years later in a colum n
w ritte n for the Great Falls Tribune, R ainbow was “ pretty close to
heaven” :

D orothy Marie Johnson at
age 5.

[7]

There was a little cluster of houses near the dam at Rainbow
Falls, but not enough of them, so we lived in a tar-paper-covered
building by the railroad track.
A t six, vou re still close to the ground. You can be fascinated by
white pebbles the rain has washed and by the tumbling growth of
prickly pear.
There were usually no children at the dam, but I had a couple of
purely imaginary companions, Alice Syrup and Mabel M cNa
mara. Mabel had a big family of brothers and sisters whom I never
bothered to name. So there was always plenty of company and
when we argued about what to do next, I always won.
We had a big dog named Bob—until he attacked one train too
many. We also had a big yellow cat named Sputten and, for a few
hours, a scared little wild rabbit that burrowed to freedom from
under a box just as fast as he could manage it.
Life certainly wasn’t dull at Rainbow. Trains went by our front
windows. Once there was a freight wreck that couldn’t have been
closer. Later I watched the wreckers picking up the splinters that
had been boxcars, but I slept through what must have been a
magnificent crash.
Once our house caught fire when lightning came in on the rail
road’s telephone line. I missed that, too, although I was wide awake.
M y mother heard a noise like a mouse gnawing, and when she
investigated she found that the sound came from fire crackling in
the wall. A couple of men happened to be out on the track picking
up some freight so she called them. She was so cool about the
emergency that they didn’t realize there was one and took their
time about getting there.
They put the fire out with water from one of our two barrels.
Unfortunately, they used the drinking water, which had to be
hauled by wagon all the way from Great Falls. They didn’t touch
the barrel of undrinkable floor-cleaning water from the Missouri
River.
A ll kinds of wonderful things happened at Rainbow. Like the
time a work train stayed on the side-track fo r several days. The
mustached cook was one of nature’s noblemen; he thought a little
girl who came to call should be rewarded with at least half a pie. He
was especially good with chocolate. I missed him after the work
train moved on because I never got half a pie all at once at home.
Trains went by our house and I used to hurry out and hang up
side down on a gymnastic bar my father had fixed up in the yard. I
fancied that all the passengers stared in profound admiration.
Anyway they stared.
There was one bit of excitement that I didn’t miss, because I
caused it. I almost got run over by a train. I was working on the
tracks that day—or anyway hanging around helpfully—with the
[ 8 ]

Japanese section hands, who w ere our near and good neighlx'»rs.
One of them was John Kimura, a six-footer, unusuallv big for a
Japanese. He saved my life.
O n this dav, the men were working on the track where it went
through a deep cut w ith a curve beyond. I climbed on their hand
car and found that by pulling down hard on the pumping handle 1
could make it move, though very slowly. I got the handcar to
inching along the track, and John Kimura looked up from his
work just in time to see me on the handcar moving toward the
curve, w ith a flag of train smoke showing above the cut.
He ran and grabbed me with one hand and threw me against
the d irt wall of the cut. Then he gave a heave with his powerful
shoulders and flipped the handcar off the track on its back like a
turned-over turtle. After the train roared by, he carried me home.
T hat was the only time I ever saw him look cross.
T h e Japanese men gave M arie the a tte n tion they co u ld n ’t gi\ e
th e ir faraway families.
“1 was the o n ly little girl around and 1 was the belle o f the b a ll,”
she said. “T h ey w ould give me such nice C hristm as presents and,
o f course, a little girl takes th a t as n o th in g more th a n she’s got
com ing.”
T ransportation between R ainbow and G reat Falls in the early
1900s was crude. Families going to to w n either w ent by team and
wagon or by handcar. T he latter, pum ped by tw o men, crossed
the M issouri on a high trestle.
“I just loved it and m y m other just hated it,” Miss Johnson said.
“We’d sit there w ith our feet hanging over and she’d cover up her
eyes. I th o u g h t it was very exciting.”
M arie Johnson’s career as a w rite r began at R ainbow Falls. It
also ended there, tem porarily, a few sentences in to “Jack’s L ily ,”
her first creative attem pt. T h e trouble stemmed fro m some short
comings in her education.
“M y m o the r had taught me to read because I wanted to learn,”
she said. “I had also learned to w rite (in G reat Falls) b u t I h a d n ’t
learned to spell. T h a t first story d id n ’t get too far because I th o u g h t
I’d better retire u n til the mere mechanics were a little b it easier.
There was nobody in ‘Jack’s L ily ’ named Jack and there wasn’t any
lily in it. I o n ly got a couple o f sentences dow n and it was just too
hard to spell. 1 d id n ’t w rite any m ore fo r a few years.
Miss Johnson has no idea w h y she started w ritin g . She claims it
[ 9 ]

was simply something she had to do.
“I d id n ’t kn o w then th a t I was always going to have to do it,” she
said. “TT\is is the way it is w ith some writers—they just have to
write. M y trouble was th a t I just d id n ’t have anything to w rite
about—I d id n ’t have anything to say.”
M arie was too young at the time to realize it, but in retrospect she
believes that the days at Rainbow were hard days for her parents.
“I loved every m inute o f it, and although m y parents must have
been te rrib ly worried about a lo t o f things, they d id n ’t let me
k n o w ,” .she said.
T he Johnsons were at Rainbow th rou g h ou t most o f 1912.
Toward the end o f the year they returned to Great Falls, living
there for about three m onths. D u rin g th a t period, M r. Johnson
was offered a job as secretary o f a commercial association. For the
fifth tim e in as m any years, the Johnsons moved. T h e ir destina
tio n was W hitefish, M ontana.

[ 1 0 ]

C H A P T E R

T W O

Whitefish
L A K E , A SETTLEMENT, A N E \( R O LTE FOR A

railroad: F rom those elements emerged W hitefish,
situated 40 miles south o f the Canada border in
_________

m ountainous northw estern M o n ta n a . T h e to w n

was named for the scenic, Y-mile-long lake; the lake was named for
the b o u n tifu l w hitefish th a t for years had made it popular for
fishing and camping.
In 1902 the area contained scattered logging camps and a dozen
homesteads. C o m m u n ity life, such as it was, centered on the settle
m ent o f W hitefish Lake, the name given the general store and hotel
situated on the lake shore west o f the m o u th o f the W hitefish River.
M a il came by buggy from C olum bia Falls to the east and was
distributed at the store, the ham let’s unofficial post office.
T h e to w n o f W hitefish, the plat o f w hich was filed w ith the Flat
head C o u n ty clerk and recorder on June 25, 1903, was the ch ild
o f James Jerome H ill’s G reat N o rth e rn Railroad. Prior to a deci
sion by H ill and other O N moguls, the railroad had angled south
west fro m C o lu m b ia Falls to Kalispell— 15 miles— before going to
Eureka, Rexford, L ib b y and other towns to the n o rth and west.
Disagreement still exists as to w h y H ill decided to remove his m ain
line fro m Kalispell—a larger to w n —and ru n it th ro u g h W hitefish.
Some claim the strong-willed H ill, later kn o w n as the Em pire
Builder, was clashing w ith Kalispell business interests. T h e con
sensus, however, is th a t he was m otivated by m ore practical
reasons.
Soon after leaving the upper Flathead Valley, westbound trains
on the old line encountered a substantial grade u n til reaching
Haskell Pass—30 miles northw est o f Kalispell. Eastbound trains
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Not without good reason did many early residents of ^Tiitefish refer to
the settlement as “ Stump Town.” This photograph, taken about 1908,
provides a view of the main street looking south. The area at the lower
right is the approximate site of the present-day Cadillac Hotel and
Hanging Tree Restaurant-Lounge. (Photo courtesy Whitefish Public Library)

I 13]

had sim ilar trouble. Like those going west, they required tw o loco
motives for the long pull. T his “double-heading” slowed traffic and
was expensive, tw o drawbacks Jim H ill w ould n o t tolerate.
H ill considered railroading a freight, rather than a passenger,
enterprise. He saw his lin e ’s future in the hauling o f livestock,
grain, lum ber and ore, and regarded Haskell Pass as an obstacle.
T he new line through W hitefish was some 17 miles longer than
the Kalispell route, b u t for freight traffic it was almost a water
grade. Prelim inary surveys were done in the summer o f 1901 and
by O ctober 1904, crews, engines and other equipm ent were being
moved to the new term inal. W hitefish later became the railroad’s
division point.
W ith the com ing o f the Great N o rth e rn m ain line and the rug
ged railroaders whose livelihood it provided, the area’s dense fo r
ests gave way to homesites. W hitefish still was being hacked from
the woods when Lester Johnson arrived w ith his wife and 7-yearold daughter on a ch illy M a rch day in 1913. The girl w ho had
loved the windswept prairie country near R ainbow was equally
enchanted w ith the heavily tim bered m ountains surrounding her
new home. Portions o f the country had been scarred by fire, and
M arie often came home covered w ith charcoal after playing near
stumps and snags. Some o f the new grow th was jackpine tim ber
scarcely taller th an M arie. To her, it was wonderful to have so
m any o f w hat she called “ Christmas trees” so close.
“T he first day I went o u t and looked around I found an old
b ird ’s nest,” she said later. “This was something you d id n ’t see at
Rainbow, where there were tw o trees you walked a mile just to
have a picnic under.”
The Johnsons’ first home in W hitefish was at 555 Kalispell
Avenue. A m o n g th e ir first neighbors were the Millhouses, whose
son, G lenn, later carried M arie Johnson’s books to school and
w ho was to become a Flathead C o u n ty clerk and recorder.
M arie, w ho had been tutored by her m other for tw o hours a
day at R ainbow , entered the second grade—spelling deficiencies
and a ll—soon after a rriv in g at W h ite fish. H er re tu rn to the
classroom was n o t w ith o u t confusion, m a in ly because school
officials were n o t sure w hether second grade was the proper
sta rting p o in t.
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When she first moved to Whitefish w ith her parents in 1913, Miss
Johnson lived in this house (since remodeled) at 555 Kalispell Avenue.
To the right o f the house was a vacant lot where C hief of Police George
Tayler, a family friend, planted a vegetable garden. Miss Johnson sold
the produce door-to-door. (Photo by the author)

“T h e big question about w hat grade 1 belonged in was because
m y m other had been teaching me w ith special books she got,”
Miss Johnson said. “T h e principal, H a rry H ayden, questioned me
about w hat I knew. H e asked me if 1 knew the m u ltip lic a tio n tables
and 1 said no. So they p ut me in the second grade. It was n o t u n til
later th a t I fo un d o u t M r. H ayden was ta lkin g about the timeses. I
knew the timeses pretty well—I had just never heard o f the
m u ltip lica tio n tables.”
O ne o f M a rie ’s first experiences o n resuming her form al educa
tio n was unlike a n yth in g she had encountered under her m o th e r’s
guidance. H er teacher, the late O liv ia Forcum , walloped a boy
w ith a wooden pointer, breaking it on him .
“It scared the wits o u t o f me,” Miss Johnson said. “ She did have
some mean boys in th a t class, b u t th a t was a frig h tfu l th in g to have
happen o n m y first day in a new school.”
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H aving learned that the m u ltip lica tio n tables and the “timeses”
were one and the same, M arie continued her education.
“The next year I was in the th ird grade for awhile,” she said.
“T h a t teacher had b oth th ird and fo u rth grades, and the fo u rth
grade was doing m uch more interesting things. I was k in d o f doing
w hat they did anyway, so pretty soon they prom oted me. T his
m eant th a t all o f the rest o f the way throu g h school I was tw o years
younger th an everybody else in the class. This is n o t good. I could
do the w ork just fine, b u t I was always the little kid w ith the rest o f
them. It was especially bad in high school. It’s just a shame if you
d o n ’t fit socially. It was a handicap, b u t w ho was to kn ow it was
going to be?”
Early in 1914, failing health forced Lester Johnson to resign his
job w ith the VCTitefish C om m ercial Association. Soon afterward,
he was appointed city treasurer to fill the vacancy created by the
resignation o f one C .H . Jennings. T his was part-tim e w o rk he
could do in the evening, but even w ith the reduced w o rk load
M rs. Johnson often was called on to help him .
D u rin g her grade-school years, M arie developed a habit th at
was to stay w ith her th rou g h ou t her life—reading. She read Ben
H ur at age 10 w ith o u t m uch enthusiasm, then tackled Tess of the
Storm Country, w hich she had been to ld n o t to read.
“I read it
and assumed that the reason it was forbidden was
th a t the villa in cut the warts o ff Tess’s pet toad,” she said. “The fact
th a t Tess had an illegitimate baby escaped m y in fan t understand
ing com pletely.”
O ne o f the marvels o f the W hitefish grade school was a myster
ious source o f books for pupils. W here the school’s library was—or
w hat it looked like—M arie never knew. She used it to fu ll advan
tage b ut never really got enough to read.
Poetry also began to interest M arie at about age 10. O ne o f her
first poems was about Indians:
Over the foaming river
A nd across the level plain
Rushed a band of Indian warriors
Thick as the pattering rain.
A b o u t the poem. Miss Johnson later commented: “O f course a
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river o n a level pla in doesn’t toam, and the simile is poor, but it
does rhym e. T h a t’s all 1 remember o f it. 1 hcoi never <een any
Indians except at a eountv fair in Kalispell and d o n 't remember
having read a n yth in g about them at age 10. Still, thev were part of
the tra d itio n fo r children, and m y m o the r used to call me R ain-inthe-Face to laugh me o u t o f a spell ot tears."
Lawrence (Frenchy) D e \ all, w h o later became a \ \ hitetish
restaurateur, w ent th ro u g h grade and high school w ith M a rie
Johnson. D e \ all lived on C o lu m b ia A \e n u e acros< the allev
fro m the Johnsons and he remember^ his schoolm ate a> “ \ ’erv
studious” and “ always reading.” She was som ething ot a to m b o y,
he said, w h o like d being a ro u n d horses and w h o loved the idea of
the West. She had developed a lisp, was nearsighted and wore
glasses almost always.
“ She had a w onderful personality and was always fu ll o f fu n ,”
D eV all said. “ Life seemed to mean a great deal to her.”
Miss Johnson acquired her first pair o f glasses in Kalispell. Later,
o n occasion, she was taken to G reat Falls for eye exam inations.
D u rin g one such appointm ent, a doctor to ld the Johnsons th a t if
th e ir daughter’s nearsightedness continued to grow worse, she
w ould be b lin d at age 20. Miss Johnson’s ch ild h o o d reading habits
are, perhaps, partly explained by th a t visit. She overheard some o f
the d o cto r’s conversation and, m isunderstanding it, decided she
w ould have to get her reading done before her vision was gone.
T h in k in g th a t reading was causing the nearsightedness, Louisa
Johnson often discouraged her daughter fro m doing so m uch.
M arie, however, continued reading heavily.
I f there was one person M arie Johnson looked o n as a hero d u r
ing her form ative years, it was C h ie f o f Police George Tayler o f
W hitefish. A friend o f her father’s, it was to Tayler’s m em ory th a t
she later dedicated her b o o k Famous Lawmen of the O ld West.
Somebody once wrote on the dust jackets o f Miss Johnson’s books
th a t her stories were based on tales to ld by “old pioneers” w hen
she was growing up in W hitefish. A lth o u g h the statement is the
invention o f an imaginative b lu rb w riter, it ’s safe to say th a t kn ow 
ing George Tayler—his six-gun under his coat at church—provided
excellent background for someone destined to write o f the West.
“I just adored h im ,” Miss Johnson said. “He was so good to us.
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She started wearing glasses early.

He was the typical western hero and a marvelous man for a little
girl to admire. W hitefish was a tough tow n w ith some really tough
characters in it. U ncle George always had to wear a gun because
there were people looking for h im who would just as soon have got
rid o f h im .”
A sideline o f Tayler’s was blow ing out stumps. He was an expert
w ith dynamite, a skill th a t was handy when the time came to clear
more, land for the growing W hitefish. Miss Johnson had fond
memories o f Tayler’s stump-blowing operations:
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“One time he blew up a stump right underneath one ot the w in
dows in our house. He d id n ’t even crack the window. A ll the
children would trail around after him. He had certain equipment
that he used, including a beat-up old couch that was all metal.
He’d put that on the stump and dig under it and put his explosive
in the hole. Then he’d cut some trees down and cover the stump
w ith them to keep the stump from blowing too far. W hen he was
ready to light it, he’d yell at us to run. Beliexe me, we ran! We
weren’t afraid o f the dvnamite—we didn 't have that much brains.
We were afraid of him and what he’d sav. Then there would be a
grand explosion. This was a technique that not e\erybody had
perfected. 1can still remember the wonderful smell o f the pieces of
wood that came raining down.”
A m o n g other friends o f the Johnsons were the Lockridges, the
tw o families having become acquainted th ro u g h M e tho d ist
C h u rc h activities. Considered an accomplished ball player and
m arble shooter, M arie occasionally stopped by the Lockridge
hom e to see if the boys o f the fa m ily—John and Leon—could go
gopher shooting. T h e tw o families sometimes exchanged holiday
dinners, w ith T hanksgiving at the Johnson hom e and C hristm as
at the Lockridge home. Once, M rs. Lockridge—having asked
M arie if she cared fo r a second helping o f a nyth in g —was to ld,
“Yes, a little o f everything, please.”
Lester Johnson never regained his health. H e died o f chronic
nephritis, w ith com plications o f the heart, in W hitefish on
December 13, 1915, seven days before his 45th b irth d a y, six days
before his daughter’s te nth . A ctive in M e th o d is t-C h u rc h circles
and a member o f the O ddfellows, M r. Johnson gained consider
able respect d urin g the b rie f tim e he lived in W hitefish. Miss
Johnson later described the w in te r o f her father’s death:
“It was an awfully bleak Christmas. I remember asking my
mother, ‘W hat should 1 send to Uncle Billy?’ Billy Seibert had
been a good friend of ours at Rainbow Falls. He was a young
bachelor who dressed very sharply according to the styles of the
day. He was so good to me when 1was a little kid at Rainbow, and
a good friend of my folks. 1 told my mother that maybe I’d make
him a pen wiper and then she had to tell me that Billy was dead.
He had been electrocuted in an accident at the Rainbow power
plant. M y father was dead and Uncle Billy was gone. It was an
awful shock.”
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Louisa Johnson took over her husband’s job as city treasurer.
T he follow ing June she and M arie returned to St. Paul, M rs.
Johnson to attend business college and M arie to have an opera
tio n on her nose. They lived w ith M rs. Johnson’s sister, M attie,
and her husband. In the fall o f 1916, Louisa Johnson, still w orking
on her business course, enrolled her daughter in the seventh grade
o f a St. Paul school.
R eturning to W hitefish in Novem ber, Louisa Johnson resumed
her duties as city treasurer, undertook the teaching o f a Sunday
school class at the to w n ’s M ethodist C h u rch and became an assis
tant to the city water commissioner. She subsequently was ffred
from the latter job because o f a political upheaval in the city
adm inistration. However, she soon was hired as a cashier for the
M o u n ta in States Power C o., a job she held for 10 years.
H er daughter, m eanwhile, happy to be back in W h ite fish ’s
seventh grade and apparently a better speller, renewed her
w ritin g career.
“1started to w rite poetry,” she said. “It was terrible stuff b ut 1had
to do it anyway.”
School, however, could no longer be M a rie ’s o n ly pursuit.
A lth o u g h her m other provided livin g expenses, little money
remained for spending. Also, there was college to consider. The
responsibility o f p ro vid in g spending cash and a college fund fell
to M arie:
“1 worked at any little odd jobs 1could get. A nickel was pretty
good pay for running an errand and a dime was generous pay. For
15 cents you’d almost sell your soul. 1 used to go over and wash
dishes for a woman who didn’t like to do it. 1think she paid me 15
cents an hour. She never got her dishes rinsed and so the food
would all be stuck on them. It was perfectly horrible but 1worked
at it willingly.”
George Tayler, besides being good w ith explosives, also was an
expert gardener. He planted a garden on the Johnson fam ily’s tw o
extra lots and launched M arie in to the produce business:
“1 would take the stuff around town in a market basket and
peddle it. 1 hated every minute of it, but all the money that came
from it 1could have. 1couldn’t spend it but 1could have it to put
away for college. 1 had peas and lettuce and all kinds of stuff. 1
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hated it because 1 was so tim id. It just killed me to go up on
somebodv’s porch and rap on the door.
“M v opening gambit, standing on «.me foot, scratching mv mos
quito bites and lisping, was, ‘^'ou wouldn’t want anv nithe ripe
peath, would you?’
“ Sometimes I’d walk bv four or five houses because I could just
tell bv the color of the paint that they weren’t going to buv
anything. I th in k many people bought stuff just because it was
such a sad'looking little girl selling it. O r maybe thev wanted
it—you didn’t get those things in stores at that time.
“Two little boys, w ith a bigger garden a< their source of supplv.
cut in on my territory. W'orse than that, they peddled from a
coaster wagon while I lugged a market basket. Thev were big
dealers.
“I was shocked; I was mad; I wept. Somebody should thtop them,
I proclaimed. But there was no wav to thtop them, and nobody
but me seemed to th in k they should be thtopped. As a matter of
fact, there was a bigger market around town than they and I
together could supply. N ot many people had gardens and very
little produce was shipped in. Prices (set by our parents) brought
no complaints from customers.
“ Competition had no effect except that we were more careful
about the quality of our merchandise and we got going with it
earlier in the day.”
Selling horseradish was another way to make money. T he
horseradish grew in the Johnsons’ yard and had o n ly to be dug,
scraped, chopped up, m ixed w ith vinegar and put in jelly glasses
before being m arketed at a local restaurant.
“ Scraping the peeling made me cry like e ve ryth in g ,” Miss
Johnson said. “ You can’t breathe.” She came to detest the
pungent ro o t.
A n o th e r fund-raising m ethod was to participate in W h ite fish ’s
annual cleanup campaigns:
“Everybody just threw his old tin cans out in the back yard, so the
city government decided to pay children to clean up at a rate of a
nickel for each 100 cans. The Presbyterian and Episcopal
churches of Whitefish were built on a solid fill of old tin cans,
faithfully delivered by money-grubbing children, o f whom 1 was
one. The children earned small fortunes, the citizens got their
back yards and alleys cleaned up, and the valleys downtown were
filled up so they were level w ith the hills.”
Selling subscriptions to Youth’s Companion provided Miss
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Johnson w ith experience and an occasional prize;
“ I never was meant to be a salesman. I just hated to sell
anything, but that was about the only way a kid could make any
money. Babysitting had never been heard of. W ith each subscrip
tion you sold, you had the privilege of sending in a little
money—not very much—and getting something awfully nice. If
you sold five, you got something really nice. Once I got a gray
sweater and cap I needed pretty bad. This was not because I was a
salesman. It was because the people who subscribed were just nice.”
In one sense, M arie grew up in offices. A t least she spent consid
erable time in them. W ith her m other w orking at city hall, she
often went there for lunch. M rs. Johnson w ould heat soup on a
wood stove and they w ould have it w ith sandwiches. W hen the
to w n b u ilt a new city hall, M rs. Johnson had to keep her
treasurers books in a vault in the police station. She did
b ookw ork there at night, joined by M arie, w ho preferred to have
company while she did her school work.
T he arrangement was n ot altogether satisfactory. Occasionally,
a n ig ht policeman w ould come in and give the city treasurer and
her daughter sour looks, presumably because he th ou g ht police
stations were for police business, n o t bookkeeping and reading.
O ne policeman, a particularly disagreeable sort, kept a tub o f
mash near a wall where M rs. Johnson worked. He had taken it
from a local m oonshiner and was holding it for evidence. Mrs.
Johnson disapproved violently o f alcoholic beverages o f any
description and the tub o f mash—periodically going “b lu b ”—
offended her. T he policeman refused to move the tub, however,
and for m any nights M arie and her m other were subjected to the
gurgling batch o f prunes and bran.
As M arie grew, she became more interested in the outlying area
o f W hitefish. Dressed either in tweed knickers or bib overalls, a
broad-rim m ed hat firm ly on her head, she often could be found
h ikin g L io n M o u n ta in west o f W hitefish or even on an occasional
fishing trip. She frequently carried a .22-caliber Savage rifle, more
for protection from tramps than w ild animals.
“I fished in a boat on Whitefish Lake and once caught two fish that
my companions indelicately called blue bellies. The people with me
remarked scornfully that the fish were really biting that day.
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“Once, on the <hore ot Whitefish Lake, w ithout a huntin
license but w ith my .22 rifle, I shot something that I tondlv he
lieved was a duck. The waves brought it in, and I hid it under mv
jacket and sneaked home. W ith much effort I got the feathers oft.
Then 1 boiled the corpse for hours and it smelled worse and
worse—fishier than fish. Finally 1gave it to the chickens for a treat,
but they thought even less of it than 1 did. Chickens will eat
almost anything, but those chickens refused my hell diver."
There were other types o f outings:
“Once, with a girl friend, I went su imming in Beaver Lake, tive
miles west of WTitefish. After we got into the water we hung our
suits on the end of a log and swam without them, like a fish. It was
a very private place; nobody ever came there except us
We
were having a lovely time when we were startled bv the sound of
maniac laughter across the lake and coming closer.
“That was no situation for a couple of
girls to be caught in,
so we hastened to get back into our swimming suits. You can hang
yourself that way. Getting into a swimming suit under water is
quite a trick even if you have solid lake bottom to stand on. We
didn’t because the bottom was quicksand. Try sometime to get
into a swimming suit under water while treading water and wor
rying because you can hear approaching laughter that you assume
is somebody in a rowboat
It turned out to be only a
confounded bird .”
Whitefish on the main line, rah, rah, rah!
Kalispell on the branch line, yah, yah, yah!’*
Such was the rallying cry at athletic events in September 1918 as
M arie Johnson began her freshman year at C e n tra l H ig h School
in W hitefish. H er way w ith words was becom ing increasingly evi
dent and theme w ritin g became a specialty. L a tin , in contrast,
proved difficult:
“Latin was gruesome. M y freshman year there were only three
in our class and we had a perfectly delightful teacher who, unfor
tunately, didn’t teach us very much Latin. The second year there
were only two of us. We had a good teacher but we didn’t have any
foundation. Consequently, if my friend was sick and stayed
home, 1 stayed home, too. W ho wants to be the only one in a
Latin class when you don’t know any Latin and the teacher is
cross about it? We plugged along and got through Caesar and
that’s about all. M y mother assumed 1 would be studying Cicero
the next year and V irg il the year after that, but, fortunately, a
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class of one is not very sensible. I was sorry my girl friend moved
away at the end of our sophomore year, but that was what saved
me from having to take any more Latin.”
A t 14, still anticipating college expenses, M arie became relief
operator at the telephone office in W hitefish. She worked every
Sunday and every other Friday night, receiving $1.65 for an eighth o u r shift.
W hile she continued to refine her them e-w riting ability, M arie
used her sophomore year to dabble in poetry, playw riting and
even politics.

Marie Johnson as relief switchboard operator in Whitefish.
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O n e o f her poems, c o n trib u te d v o lu n ta rily , was “T h e M o o n
Q ueen,” published in The Alforja, the school’s yearbook tor l^UO:
The full, bright moon from her heavenlv throne
Looks down w ith calm, cold countenance
Upon the lake, which, smooth and clear,
Encircled by snow-capped mountains, lies.
The dark pines on the distant shore,
Gloomy and sad, are sentinels
To guard the treasures that Nature keeps.
A few clouds scarcely visible
In the light of the queenly moon.
D rift toward the western sky;
Mere wisps are they, and their edges
Are softly touched w ith gold.
The stillness is unbroken
A nd the moon shines, queen of all.
In a d d itio n to serving as “ personal e d ito r” o f The A lforja her
sophom ore year, M a rie was nam ed class president. O n the
debate team fo r tw o years, she learned “ an appalling num ber o f
affirm ative and negative argum ents about com pulsory a rb itra 
tio n o f labor disputes and the advisability o f p e rm ittin g im m ig ra 
tio n fro m Japan.”
She even tried dramatics, w in n in g the role o f Mademoiselle
Zenobie in the freshman-sophomore presentation o f the French
comedy A Scrap of Paper.
“ For obvious reasons, I always got a comic role,” she said.
Despite her num erous extra-curricular activities, M a rie con
tin ue d to read.
If the lively arts were M a rie ’s forte in high school, science was
not. A ll she gleaned fro m her physics and chem istry courses were
enough memories fo r a colum n w ritte n years later for the Great
Falls Tribune:
Some day the grave and learned men of science will come to
their senses and vote me an impressive award. (Keep the medals,
boys; make mine cash.) A good many years ago I did a great thing
for science. I deserted it and its various branches have been mak
ing spectacular progress ever since.
Nowadays, high school pupils in physics classes probably prac
tice atom splitting at recess. When 1dropped the physics course at
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Whitefish High School after two weeks to take typing, we were
coating a block o f wood w ith paraffin. I never knew why.
In high school chemistry we learned to make an evil-smelling
concoction known as hydrogen sulphide. O ur class gave the
teacher some of it in a small perfume bottle, gift wrapped, and she
thanked us graciously by not opening the bottle. We concluded
that she had run up against hellions like us before.
Another thing I learned in chemistry was that you can’t
believe everything you read. I read somewhere that chlorine gas
will cure a cold, so I sneaked into the laboratory and made some
chlorine and took a deep breath. When I regained consciousness, I
still had the cold.
T he typing course M arie enrolled in at the expense o f physics
was a necessity, particularly since she had decided to fill her
m o th e r’s shoes as W hitefish stringer for the Kalispell Inter Lake.
“I was a very bad reporter because I was too scared to ask
strangers questions,” she said.
W h ile she wasn’t the most prolific correspondent, her exper
iences were to provide the basis for “First D ate,” a 1949 short story
published in Collier^s magazine. In addition to being an excellent
example o f how Miss Johnson learned to w rite fiction using fact as
a starting p o in t, the story provides an insight in to M arie Johnson
as news gatherer. It begins:
I went into journalism when I was fourteen, not because I had
any aptitude for it but because O ’Leary’s Hardware Store had a
twenty-two rifle for sale, and my parents weren’t in sympathy
w ith my burning desire to own it. I sent news of Whitefish, M on
tana, to the Daily Inter Lake, published in Kalispell, a few miles
away. The Inter Lake editor paid me for it at the rate of a dollar a
column foot.
He didn’t know I was fourteen, or even that I was his reporter.
He thought my A u n t Tillie was still his Whitefish correspondent.
If the reader acquainted w ith M arie failed to guess th a t “First
D ate” was based on her experiences, he knew for sure when
Loretta, the story’s narrator, spoke o f her “ A u n t T illie ’s” job in the
city water office.
L a tin and science were n o t enough to keep M arie Johnson from
being graduated second in her class w ith a high school honor
scholarship. She thrived on hard w ork and busy schedules and
her high school days were fru itfu l and enjoyable. She remembered
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them w ith fondness three decades later in a co lu m n e xh o rtin g
young people to make the most o f the experience:
There were 14 of us in the class o f ’22 in W'hitefish High School.
(A nd I want it clearly understood that this means 1922, not 182 2.
Appearances are deceiving.)
One member of our class was a boy. The others were, naturally
girls. A giggling lot we were, as 1 recall, except along toward the
last when we realized how im portant we were. Then we began to
act pretty solemn, not to say downright snooty toward the poor
worms in the bumbling class of 23 and the even lower life forms
farther on down the scale.
There were no fashion magazines to tell high school girls what
was the latest thing to wear, or at least the latest thing to yearn for,
so we wore middy blouses—white cotton in warm weather, red or
green flannel in cold weather—and about the only variation in
style was whether you pinned your middy to fit snugly around
your waist or let it hang like a sack. 1 let mine hang, being built
along the general shape of a middy blouse in the first place.
We wore high-laced shoes, having been warned that low shoes
made your ankles big. D on’t ask me what use it was to have nice
ankles when your shoes covered them up anyway.
Senior year, we cut loose from the high shoes and decided to get
some good out of our ankles by exposing them. For commence
ment we wore low-heeled pumps w ith two or three straps—very
risque. Even more daring were our stockings. We peeled off the
black cotton-ribbed jobs and went into silk in a light tan shade,
new that year, called nude. Nude was a naughty word in 1922.
A nd nobody wore perfume named M y Sin, either.
The class o f 1922 may sound pretty dowdy
but we were
considered dangerous rebels. O ur class was the first one in
Whitefish to break w ith the tradition that sweet girl graduates
wore white dresses.
“We are modern!” we proclaimed. “We are the Latest Thing. Let
us be gay and gaudy!”
So we wore pastels and got ourselves talked about. I was a
dainty dish in pale green organdy w ith a flutter of hemstitched
panels and a shash. If there is anything more impractical than an
organdy dress w ith floating panels of the same, I don’t want to
hear about it.
We spent a lot of time doing our hair. Part of the performance
involved making cootie cages. These were puffs that covered the
ears, and the bigger they were, the more fascinating we felt.
To make them, we held a strand of hair in our teeth while snarl
ing a larger chunk by combing it briskly in the wrong direction.
This style went from bad to worse: it developed into something
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spectacular that we called
a bushel basket. When you did
your hair, your head looked swollen to immense proportions.
A nd I might point out
that no girl with a bushel hair-do
ever looked so peculiar as a boy with a crew cut, even when she
was losing her rats.
Somebody in our class went mad with red paint and put a great
big “22” on the sidewalk in front of the school so that future gener
ations would remember us. The school authorities proclaimed
that the numerals must be eradicated—or else. So a handful of
tim id souls, including milk-toast me, tried to scrub the paint
off
We couldn’t even dim it.
I have always regretted being such a panty-waist about the
paint. I had nothing to do with putting it on there, the main
reason being I didn’t know it was going to be done.
We d idn’t have band or physical education or art or football or
skiing or imported talent for assembly programs. We almost
d idn’t have a co-educational school, because the boys quit
school to go to work for the railroad as soon as they were big
enough to lie about their ages. We also didn't have school
dances, because the school board didn’t approve o f dancing.
We did have a glee club (which I ignored because I couldn’t carry
a tune) and ghastly performances called assembly programs, with
strictly local talent if you could call it that.
To lend counterfeit zip to assemblies, the whole high school was
divided into “literary societies” called, I think. Alpha and Theta.
A semblance of competition was developed thereby, but believe
me when one of us quaked up to the front of the room to give a
recitation or read a paper or play the piano, it wasn’t for the honor
of good old Alpha or Theta but simply because we couldn't get
our required English credits if we didn’t.
We went through this agony semi-annually, and the only way
to get out of it was to die or go out for debate, which amounted to
about the same thing
C entral H ig h School’s Class o f ’22 assembled for commence
m ent in a “th in , brave” row across the stage o f the W hitefish
M asonic Temple. D irectly in the center was the group’s lone male,
w hom the speaker o f the evening referred to as “a rose among
th o rn s.” Sixteen-year-old M arie Johnson—her nicknam e “O u i
O u i” ; her talent, w ritin g themes; her am bition, “poet or
som ething,” and her favorite expression, “Gee gosh!”—did not
remember another th in g the man said as he ushered the group out
o f high school and in to the world.
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Feeding chickens and
splitting wood were
but two tasks that
Dorothy Johnson
took on as a girl after
the death of her
father. By age 13, she
had developed
“ impressive arm
muscles” and also was
adept at housepainting. She
remarked in later
years, “ Feeding the
chickens wasn’t hard,
but did you ever clean
under the perches of a
hen house?”
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C H A P T E R

T H R E E

College
N T H E F A L L OF D22, IGNORING THE WRITING
talent th a t had begun to emerge d u rin g high
school, M arie Johnson enrolled as a freshman in
pre-med at M o n ta n a State U n ive rsity in Bozeman,
M o n ta n a . H er decision, she said, was based entirely on literary
rom anticism b ro u g h t on by her reading at age 12 o f B .M . Bow er’s
Chip of the Flying U . H a vin g learned th a t a w om an doctor w on
C h ip ’s heart, and having heard fro m friends in C hoteau th a t
C h ip was really cow boy artist Charles M . Russell, M arie p ro m p tly
decided medicine was for her.
N ursing the dream th ro u g h her freshman year, she concluded
in June 1923 th a t w ritin g —n o t mathematics and science—was her
calling:

“I didn’t have anything that a doctor ought to have. I just wasn’t
the scientific type and I found it out at the end of the freshman
year. I wasn’t doing very well in qualitative analysis and I didn’t
have the faintest idea where the money was going to come from
for medical school. Besides, the cat course was coming up the next
year. 1 couldn’t see myself cutting up a cat, especially when you
had to get the cat. Bozeman people were awfully suspicious of
people who became interested in their cats. There was great de
mand for cats by sophomores. I didn’t mind cutting up frogs or
those big worms that come out about a foot long, but I liked cats.”
W ith these thoughts, she came to the U n ive rsity o f M o n ta n a in
Missoula in the fall o f 1923. In follow ing Bozeman’s registration
instructions by inclu d in g her first, m iddle and last names o n all
forms, she had come to be k n o w n as D o ro th y rather th a n M arie.
T h e name carried over when she transferred.
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During college, Miss Johnson and her roommate lived on the second
floor of this house (since remodeled) at 422 Ford Street in Missoula.
(Photo by the author)
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H er m ajor was English, her prim e interest poetry, b o th o f w h ich
soon b ro ug h t her in to contact w ith Professeur H a ro ld G . M e rria m
and his campus literary magazine. The Frontier. Begun in 1920 and
published three times a year. The Frontier's purpose was to ser\ e as
a vehicle fo r student literary endeavors. O ccasionally it contained
creative c o n trib u tio n s fro m professors. Considerable m aterial was
in the fo rm o f essays fro m faculty and students alike w ho wanted
to make observations w hile abroad. In an essay, “ Endlessly the
Covered W agon,” Professor M e rria m eloquently stated the goals
o f The Frontier. T h e essay indicates the magazine could n o t have
been a more appropriate outlet for the emerging talents o f
D o ro th y Johnson and some o f her contemporaries in Professor
M e rria m s creative-w riting class:
The Northwest is industrially alive and agriculturally alive; it
needs to show itself spiritually alive. C ulturally it has too long
either turned for nourishment toward the east or accepted
uncourageous, unindigenous “literary” expression of writers too
spiritually imitative and too uninspired. We in this territory need
to realize that literature, and all art, is, if it is worth anything at all,
sincere expression of real life. A nd the roots for literature among
us should be in our own rocky ground, not in Greenwich Village
dirt or Mid-west loam or European mold, or least of all, in the
hothouse sifted, fertilized soil of anywhere.
O ut o f our soil we grow, and out of our soil should come expres
sion of ourselves, living, hating, struggling, failing, succeeding,
desponding, aspiring, playing, working—being alive.
The Frontier is pioneer endeavor to gather indigenous N o rth 
west material. It offers itself to readers and writers as a non-com
mercial channel for expression. It desires hardy writers; it w ill
need hardy readers. Living is active. Literature is not only escape
from life. Literature is a vigorous dive into it. Literature plunges
into the joy and the sorrow o f it, into the ugliness and the beauty
of it w ith equal energy and w ith understanding and sympathy.
Literature has its eyes both on the ground and on the sky; and it
persistently pours its searching glances into the
depths of the
human soul. It can dally, work, play; sing, groan; despair, aspire;
shout, purr; cajole, chastise, cheer, delight; throw light and
absorb light, lift a spirit and cast it down—make men of its lovers.
This it does for readers through imaginative pictures of life.
This region, from Colorado to Washington, has vast store of
materials in experience of the pioneer warring against physical
nature, of the exploiter who trailed the ways o f the discoverer and
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pioneer, of the settler who, finding conditions made by the
pioneers and exploiters, devoted himself in uncritical spirit to
making a living. The present generation, restless in the settled
physical and social conditions, finds also the spiritual conditions
irksome. “The frontiers are wherever a man fronts a fact”—these
younger generations are turning their gaze upon the world that
makes comparison of near and far-off matters and conditions.
O ut of their critical attitude it is to be hoped will come spiritual
growth. Truly, materials for true expression lie at hand lavishly
strewn. The early day, the present day; the ranch, the mine; the
lumber camp, the range; the city, the village, these have not yielded
their treasure of the comedy and tragedy of human life.
It is not cleverness or sophistication or sheer brawn or realism
or romanticism or pessimism or sentiment that we want; it is all
these—life honestly seen and felt, and passed through a healthy
imagination.
What is the state of civilization in this Northwest region of the
United States? We hope that The Frontier will furnish some joyous
and provocative material toward an answer.
Professor M erriam set high standards for material subm itted to
The Frontier. His creative-writing students—usually four to 12 per
sons—served as a board o f editors. C o n trib u tio n s were read before
thé class, discussed and voted on. Acceptance required n o t merely
a m ajority vote, b u t a substantial m ajority vote. In a class w ith
eight persons (M erriam ’s vote making nine), a five-four vote on a
c o n trib u tio n meant rejection. A t least a six-three, and preferably
seven-two, vote was needed. Students w ho made The Frontier had
cause to be happy.
D o ro th y Johnson joined the select group in M arch 1924 w ith a
poem entitled “ M a rjo ry .” In M a y she published three poems—
“O ld M in e ,” “From a Train W in d o w ” and “T he Breed.” She had
subm itted them m idway through w inter quarter and soon after
had suffered a nervous breakdown. Caused by a seemingly incur
able cold, various social pressures she believes stemmed from being
younger than her classmates, and financial worries (she was wash
ing dishes part-tim e in a tea room near the campus), the illness
forced her out o f school for almost a year and a half. It also resulted
in the trem or th a t was to trouble her throughout her life.
A reading o f those first poems in The Frontier lends credence to
M e rria m ’s evaluation o f D o ro th y Johnson’s early verse.
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“ H e r poetrv was m ore in the nature ot statem ents,” M e rria m
said. “ It was sym bolic, n o t h ig h ly im aginativ e, b u t a response to
things she had seen, like a lost m ine o r a ghost to w n . It was a little
nostalgic.”
O l d M in e

Once there were men here.
The pebbled d irt roof of the cellar
Juts out from under the hill.
A pile of tin cans, so rusty
As to be almost a part of the earth, by now,
Lies at the foot of the hill.
The house is gone, and the men—
God only knows where they have left their picks.
Here are only their leavings
A n d a gash in the earth that is almost healed.
The years and the wind and the rain
Heal everything

T h e Breed

Down by the Post Office there slouched a tall boy,
A dark, slim, insolent half-breed
W ith a floppy black hat and a loud checked shirt.
He wore perilous, high heeled boots
A nd he hooked his thumbs into a brass-studded belt.
1 took all that in at a glance and a half—
It would not do to stare. Then I went and bought
A stunning Spring hat
W hich I w ill blossom w ith at Easter.
But how I shall wish when I wear it
That I had a loud checked shirt and
A brass-studded belt to hook my thumbs into!
F r o m A T r a in W in d o w

Fine twigged white birches lean
O ut over the river
Like carven things of ancient ivory.
They wade knee-deep in scarlet, leafless brush.
Crumbled, crumbling rainbow rocks
A n d yellow grass
A ll sliding down h ill to the creek.
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Tall brown rocks stand silent by the river
Forgotten of God and living things,
Except one twisted cedar, half-way up.
A furry colt who tosses his mane,
Sideways glancing, and gallops off to the hills.
Why are there circus posters
O n e\'cry battered gray building
That leans before the wind, on these prairies.
Showing light through its uneven cracks?
A faded green house among the weary hills.
W ith blank windows and dead vines upon the walls.
Bright yellow, misty weeds
U pjutting through the snow.
And naked brown rocks, weirdly sculptured rocks.
Leering above them.
And
A slow, mauve, curling plume suspended
From the smelter tower, hanging in the mist.
Recuperating in W hitefish the spring and summer o f 1924,
D o ro th y helped her m other in the power company office and
worked as a telephone operator. She also decided to earn her
teaching credentials.
In September, she enrolled at Western M ontana College o f
Education at D illo n. She described her brief stay in one w ord—
horrible. She realized w ith in a m o n th she had charted the wrong
course and when her m other became ill and asked her to return
home, she did so w ith o ut reluctance, not completing the quarter.
Soon after returning to W hitefish—unsure whether she ever
wanted to go back to college—she decided to attend Spokane’s
K in m a n Business College. She did so, m oving on to Seattle in late
Novem ber to look for work:
“I was possessed by a terrible wanderlust. I just had to go
somewhere. About the first day I was there, somebody in the
Y W C A stole my purse with all my money in it. It wasn’t very
much but it was all I had. So I borrowed a dollar from somebody
and wired home. M y mother sent me some money but she was
awfully mad. She hadn't wanted me to go to Seattle at the age of
18 anyhow. She was quite right.
“ I got into a funny situation. I answered an ad in the paper in
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which a man wanted a stenographer w ith literarv abilities. 1
thought, ‘Well, I’m a stenographer and mavbe I have literarv
ability if he doesn’t want too much. It was an old prospector
who had made his pile in the IS'^S gold rush in Alaska. He wanted
somebody to write the storv of his life. Well, I wouldn’t have been
able to if he had hired me. I don’t know who he hired, but he had all
kinds of girls coming into this funny, beat-up, old hotel to be inter
viewed. He gave me a long poem about how he carried the mall
from some place to some place with a dog team. It was one of those
bumpity-bumpity-bump poems and he wanted me to reuTite it for
him. I thought, ‘Oh, no, this is just not for me.’ I was not able to
reuTite somebody else’s jingles.”
D o ro th y passed up the prospector’s offer and found a position
th a t offered in security w hat it lacked in co lo r—stam ping dates on
bills for the gas company.
“It made m y room m ate so m ad!” she said. “ She to ld me I was
rubber-stam ping all n ig h t long and th a t she co u ld n ’t sleep.”
In Seattle slightly more th a n three m onths, D o ro th y saw some
o f the sights and missed others:
“I didn’t know until after I came home and read about them that
there were mountains visible from Seattle. I never saw any moun
tains because it rained all the time I was there. M ount Rainier is
right out there but I didn’t see it. It was an exciting experience,
though. I used to go down and walk along the waterfront, which
was probably not a good thing to do. But it was so glamorous. I sav\ships with Japanese names on them and I’d never seen ships before.
I lived on 50 cents a day. Eating in a cafeteria, that would buy one
meal and part of another one if you were careful.”
Early in 1925, D o ro th y left the coast and returned to Wdiitefish.
H ire d as a stenographer by the city attorney, she became involved
in a salary dispute and was fired. It was the o n ly jo b in her life she
ever left on those terms:
“He started me out at $20 a month. Then I was to get $25 and
then $30. He led me to believe that when I got up to $50 that was
all the riches I could possibly expect to have. Well, I didn’t get up to
$50. He decided that since I could take shorthand so handily that
I should attend all the city council meetings. I worked eight hours
a day for him w ith nothing much to do. Then I had to go to the
city council meetings and listen for hours to fights between the
mayor and the council. This was keeping me away from home at
least one night a week.
[ 3 9 ]

“Whitefish was in political turmoil at the time—the mayor had
one councilman on his side and the rest against him. Neither fac
tion could accomplish anything. They fought constantly. So I had
the nerve to innocently ask my boss one day in the presence of the
mayor whether I couldn’t get extra pay for going to the council meet
ings. He let me know as soon as the mayor left that he had never
been so insulted in his life, that he was deeply offended, and that he
didn’t need me anymore. I went home in a terrible state. I thought I
would never be able to get another job. It was a dreadful blow.”
To provide herself w ith an income, D o ro th y got a job dem on
strating washing machines for the M o u n ta in States Power Co.
She received a $10 commission for each machine sold.
Being away from the campus did n o t influence her creativity;
while still in W hitefish she sent three poems to The Frontier, all o f
w hich were accepted. O ne o f them , “Confession,” was inspired by
a man w ith w hom she had become infatuated one summer at
W hitefish Lake. Named Jack, he was older than she, very
knowledgeable in the ways o f the w orld, and widely traveled:
C o n f e s s io n

1 try to forget you and all you mean to me
A n d tell myself 1 hate you, but 1 lie.
If 1 should hear your call upon the wind tonight,
1 could not even stop to close the door behind me.
Sh a m s

Why should you begrudge me happiness?
For seven dollars and a half
1 bought a big revolver with a barrel
H alf as long as my arm;
for the sum of eighty-one cents
1 got a cartridge belt from Sears Roebuck.
If for this paltry sum 1 buy
Ashes of Romance to bring back to me
W ild days 1 never saw, then why
Should you begrudge me happiness?
Q u e s t io n

1 thought that 1 would care for you
Perhaps, when you had done all things
That other men have feared or failed to do.
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But something’s happened. 'ïbu have feared or failed
To do all things that other men have done,
A nd still I care for you.
WTiat mockery is this?
D o ro th y returned to M issoula and the D n i\ ersity o f M o n ta n a
in the fall o f 1925. S till a sophomore, she was to see m anv o f her
form er classmates graduate the fo llo w in g spring. She lived ott cam
pus, sharing w ith Grace B aldw in, a graduate student in English, a
SlS-a-month, second-floor apartm ent at 422 Ford Street. T h e ir
la n d lo rd ’s daughter, the form er R u th M u ch m o re and later M rs.
L.E. N oel o f M issoula, remembered Grace as “p rim and proper”
and D o ro th y as very liberal.
“I adm ired D o ro th y because she had a m in d o f her o w n ,” M rs.
N o e l said. “ She smoked then, and n o t one girl in 10 d id th a t in
those days.”
A n o th e r acquaintance, later a close frie n d , was C y rile V an
D user, c irc u la tio n manager fo r The Frontier. M iss V a n Duser,
w h o became student u n io n p u b lic ity d ire c to r and adviser to the
u n iv e rs ity yearbook. The Sentinel, rem em bered D o ro th y as a
conscientious, determ ined person w h o appeared to have little
tim e fo r friv o litie s .
“I th in k she made up her m in d to be a w riter before she came
here,” Miss Van Duser said. “Consequently she worked hard at it.”
By late 1926, D o ro th y still was devoting her energies to poetry.
In M a rc h The Frontier published “ Bread and H ya cin th s” :
When 1 left the Port of Seattle
I thought to throw some pennies in the bay.
A nd shut my eyes, and hope some day
To come again, and see the gulls dipping
Down to green water, and the dirty shipping.
A nd the rain, and the dim, far line
O f mountains in their pale sunshine—
But 1 saved my pennies, and dropped them instead
In a box at the depot to buy children bread.
In the N ovem ber 1926 issue appeared “ I Was Never a R iver” :
I was never a river,
I was spring water
Flowing from dark to darkness.
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I shall never be a lake nor an ocean,
I am a little pool in the midst of a meadow
A nd you may never catch me
N ot glinting at the sun.
There has been tumult,
There will be disaster.
But where was once swift beauty
Must it not come again?
Was it a swallow that skimmed over me
A nd made these ripples
That still try to catch the sun?
Miss Johnson never knew why, b u t her interest began to tu rn
tow ard prose near the end o f 1926. Possibly she was influenced,
directly or indirectly, by Professor M erriam , w ho in later years
commented th at, as her instructor, he could see her real talent lay
in stories rather th an verse.
“W h a t she w rote always had vigor, and that, o f course, is a good
th in g ,” M erriam said. “H er w ritin g was n o t selPconscious, as so
m uch o f the w ritin g o f undergraduates is. As a w riter, she seemed
to be involved in her material rather than th in k in g o f herself.”
Miss Johnson said o f her shift in interest:
“1 suddenly became not a poet. I began to th in k differently; 1
began to th in k in terms of short stories. It all had to do w ith emo
tion or the expression of emotion. Somehow the channeling of
my emotion changed to short stories.
“A t that time, in the 1920s, there was a great writing movement
on the campus here. 1must say that the writers who were getting
published in Frontier were a bunch of snobs. I was one of them. We
had- a little group that met every Saturday night to read each
others stuff and comment on it. Just the idea of knowing other
people who were writing was fine. It was a creative climate that
was good for us all.”
A n o th e r man w ho contributed to the campus’ creative climate
was Sidney C ox, an assistant professor in the English department.
D u rin g the 1925-26 school year, C o x assumed several o f Professor
M erriam 's tasks while the latter was at C olum bia on leave o f
absence. D o ro th y considered him one o f her better professors:
“He was a wonderful teacher and was the first person who got
the idea across to me that there need not be a dividing line
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between what vou might like to read and what vou ought to read.
There had been in high school. Sidney Cox opened up a whole
new world to everybody in the general literature class. The Coxes
had a wonderful institution—it took place on Friday night, by
incitation only. Certain selected students went o\er to their
house and he would read from various books or from something
he had written. Most of us sat on the floor. It was a great honor to
be in on this; it was intellectually stimulating.”
D u rin g th a t period, D o ro th y and Grace B aldw in began a
sim ilar session at th e ir apartm ent:
“We had a smaller group over on Saturday night. The boys had
to bring wood up from the wood shed and, as at the Cox home,
everybody sat on the floor. The next year, when I lived alone, I
continued it for awhile. The main trouble was not in getting
people to come but in providing refreshments. W'e were so darn
poor. Once 1 boasted that the cake I was serving was butterless
and eggless and that those were its only virtues. Somebody
remarked that the raisins were good.”
In the spring o f 1926, The Frontier, under C o x ’s supervision,
published a short article in w h ich the phrase “ son o f a b itc h ” was
used in three different ways—the dam ning way, the friendly way
and the h abitual way. Reminiscent o f sim ilar incidents in subse
quent years, the piece was seen by several M o n ta n a newspaper
editors and used as the basis for demands th a t C o x resign. A t
almost the same tim e, C o x received an attractive offer fro m D a rt
m o u th College. He resigned fro m the university, was hired by
D a rtm o u th and became one o f the in s titu tio n ’s most valued pro
fessors u n til his death in 1952. M e rria m referred to C o x as “one o f
the finest teachers we ever had.”
A m o n g students w ho showed promise in the English classes o f
the period were Helen A d d iso n H ow ard, Ernest E rkkila , Elsie
M cD o w e ll, Grace B aldw in and John K . Hutchens. Hutchens,
w ho became a literary critic fo r The New York Herald Tribune,
later favorably reviewed several o f Miss Johnson’s stories.
In affirm ing the goals o f The Frontier in his essay “ Endlessly the
Covered W agon,” Professor M e rria m w rote th a t “the early day,
the present day, the ranch, the m ine, the lum ber camp, the range,
the city, the village had n o t yielded th e ir treasure o f the comedy
and tragedy o f hum an life.” In speculating as to the state o f civiliza
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tio n in the Northw est region o f the U n ite d States, he expressed
hope that his magazine would provide some “joyous and pro
vocative material toward an answer.”
To w hat extent the magazine succeeded is a m atter for conjecture.
Nevertheless, it cannot be denied th a t The Frontier sought to
m aintain the flavor o f the West and N orthw est in its pages.
A lth o u g h it also is only a m atter for speculation, one wonders
vK’hether her association w ith The Frontier and Professor M erriam
influenced D o ro th y Johnson’s choice o f subject m atter. Indeed,
though she brought to the university a fondness for the West and
its traditions, it seems likely th a t H .G . M e rria m —w ith his interest
in regional literature—nurtured th a t fondness and helped it
thrive. U nquestionably he had some influence on the fledgling
w riter, because some 25 years later she dedicated her short story
collection Indian Country to him .
A m o n g D o ro th y ’s first short stories published in The Frontier
were “ H appy Valley” and “H e ’ll M ake a G ood S heriff,” b o th in
1927. T he latter tells o f a young deputy w ho captures a m o o n 
shiner, then is bribed in to releasing h im to buy his fiancee a wed
ding ring. T h e same year she w rote “ A n d O ne Came Back,” a
story o f three men on a trapping expedition. Two o f the men,
staked by the th ird , p lo t to leave h im behind to die in the
wilderness. Fate intervenes, however, and the man conspired
against is the o n ly one w ho returns.
W hile the story is based on too m any coincidences, is structur
ally weak in places and exhibits exaggerated dialogue, it was good
enough to w in first place in com petition w ith 10 manuscripts
entered in the annual A n n ie Joyce M em orial contest. Hearing she
had won, D o ro th y faced a dilemma:
“You had your choice of a gold medal or $20 and 1went up to Main
Hall to tell them what 1wanted. 1was so embarrassed, but 1needed
the $20 awfully bad. 1told them that and thought, ‘I’m just going to
look like a heel,’ because, obviously, a rightminded person would
prefer to have a gold medal.
“1
apologized when 1talked to whoever it was and he said, ‘If
you’d wanted a gold medal, 1 don’t know where we’d have got it.
Nobody ever wanted one yet.’ ”
Looking back to her first short stories. Miss Johnson expresses
embarrassment. To her, the stories—including “A n d O ne Came
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Back”—seem childish:
“1 was a little uneasy about 'A n d One Came Back’ because we
were constantly told that we ought to write about what we knew.
In that story, 1 d idn’t know. I was using mv imagination and I
didn’t know whether this was right. The preaching on the subject
was that you were to write about what vou knew. 1don’t th in k the
meaning of that was quite clear to us. I am sure nobody meant
that vou couldn’t use imagination. What they meant wa< that vou
shouldn’t describe something going on in Westminster Abbey
when you had no idea what the inside of Westminster Abbey
looked like or what went on there, ^bu should stick cl('»se to what
you could realize. I thought that maybe writers should write about
events that thev had experienced.”
Later she w ould reject this philosophy, backing up her rejection
by w ritin g capably about the fro n tie r West o f the 1800s, w h ich ,
obviously, she neither lived in nor experienced. H er security came
fro m the realization th a t as long as an incident or event seemed
real to her—real enough to evoke an e m o tio n —she d id not ha\ e
to experience it.
A n o th e r th ing th a t disturbed her about** A n d O ne Came Back”
was its structure—always im p o rta nt to her. A youth, row ing a girl
across a lake, casually m entions the legend o f the m an w ho survived
the devious trapping expedition.
“O h , isn’t th a t th rillin g ? ” the girl asks. “ W o u ld n ’t you love to
k n o w w hat happened?”
From there the story proceeds th ro u g h a flashback, a technique
Miss Johnson learned to use sparingly:
“Wdiy not just tell the story? W hy fool around w ith this flash
back type of framework? This part about the young man rowing
boats isn’t part of the story at all. It was hard for me—and I th in k
hard for many beginning writers—to get going. I felt I had to have
an excuse so I put in a framework to give me a reason for telling the
story. Many, many writers did the same thing. I used to adore
Kipling stories; he was a cracker-jack storyteller. I got a whole set
o f Kipling books for Christmas when I was in my teens and I read
it over and over. He did the same thing and I th in k that even
when Kipling did it, it was weak. If you notice, there is a series of
short stories told by a bunch of men at their club. Well what of it?
The story ought to be strong enough to stand by itself without
having this excuse for telling it.”
Professor M e rria m ’s evaluation differed from Miss Johnson’s.
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He described her first attempts at short-story w ritin g as “slightly
im m ature” but said they could not be called childish.
“O ne must realize th a t she was n o t a professional w riter th e n ,”
M erriam said. “You couldn’t expect the stories to be very advanced
because students that age are still learning how .”
T he w in n in g entry in the 1927 Joyce M em orial contest bore the
byline “ D o ro th y M . Johnson Peterkin.” D o ro th y was 21 and
scarcely a senior when she met George W illia m Peterkin, a soldier
at Fort Missoula, on a b lin d date. Peterkin, according to Miss
Johnson, strongly resembled Jack, the man she had been so fond
o f earlier. The tw o were married secretly in Missoula on A p ril 5,
1927, an event that greatly upset D o ro th y ’s m other.
K no w n as “Red,” Peterkin proved to be hot-tempered, an invet
erate gambler and footloose. The couple moved in to an apart
ment on the corner o f Higgins Avenue and Ford Street and
D o ro th y continued to w ork for her degree.
A t about the same time, she suffered a serious financial setback.
Sneaks, days on which students deliberately cut classes, had
become traditional at the university. The adm inistration’s decision
to end the tra d itio n , poorly received by the students, resulted in
still another sneak. D o ro th y was among the participants.
The adm inistration stood firm . Professors, w ho took ro ll any
way, penalizing for unexcused absences, were directed to penalize
double those w ho had snuck. The resulting loss o f grade points
was particularly painful for D o ro th y; she lost her high school
h o n o r scholarship.
“I felt very bad about it because I never was really the rebellious
type,” she said.
T he first piece o f free-lance w ritin g for w hich D o ro th y received
pay was a poem subm itted to Weird Tales magazine her senior year.
The magazine, specializing in ghost, vampire and werewolf stories,
inform ed her the poem was acceptable and that payment o f 25
cents a line w ould be made on publication. The magazine cost 25
cents a copy, and in the m onths th a t followed D o ro th y bought
several while searching for her poem. W hen it appeared, along
w ith her check for $2, the money had long since been spent.
“It did m y morale a lot o f good for awhile, ” she said. “I needed
something to boost it. These little things were all the encourage[ 4 6 ]

m ent 1 had to keep me going for a good m anv years.”
A m o ng requirements for the bachelor’s degree in English in
was seminar, usually conducted b\- Professor M erriam in the even
ings in the library. C yrile \ an Duser described the class as “ a tough
one,” adding th a t when she went to Northwestern U niversity, she
was to ld she had done more for a bachelor’s degree th an that schtx'»l
was requiring for a master’s.
In a d d itio n to an oral exam ination and a comprehensive w rit
ten test, prospecti\ e graduates were required to complete a m ajor
paper sim ilar to a short thesis. Prior to her orals, D o ro th y became
so tense th a t she had to seek chiropractic treatm ent. T h e n , tor her
test, she was asked only one question—w hy she disliked the poet
W ordsw orth. She was so stunned th a t she n o t o n ly forgot w h y she
disliked h im , b u t w hether she did.
M a n y students—D o ro th y Peterkin am ong th e m —were co n 
cerned about a to pic fo r th e ir senior paper. O n Professor M e r
ria m ’s suggestion, D o ro th y selected a b oo k by George Gissing,
The House of Cobwebs.
“1 thought, ‘A h , a mystery. Merriam must have flipped his lid .’
Tl^eHouse of Cobwebs turned out to be the most gruesome, melan
choly set o f little essays and short stories ever written. Every one of
them was dismal, but I was stuck with it. I read everything I could
get hold of that Gissing wrote. He never smiled in his life.”
D o ro th y labored th ro u g h the project, b u ild in g her paper by
classifying each o f G issing’s offerings as to fo rm —short story or
sketch.
Professor M e rria m , show ing little enthusiasm fo r the paper,
gave it a C grade. W h ile th a t d id n o t please D o ro th y , she still
believed she had learned som ething about short stories, w h ich
had become her preoccupation.
A lth o u g h H a ro ld M e rria m d id n o t care fo r D o ro th y ’s ap
proach to George Gissing, he saw great p o te n tia l in her:
“She wrote prodigiously—story after story. I felt from the begin
ning that she had a real talent for them. I th in k the reason for her
success was that she kept right at it—she didn't let up. Most
students who take creative writing give up if they don’t succeed in
the first eight or ten stories. D orothy kept right at it. 1imagine she
has a trunkful of stories that have never been published and
materials that were never used. She was determined to write.
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Many of her contemporaries also were determined to write, but
when they left college they became involved in business or
housewifery or whatever and stopped.”
D o ro th y Peterkin completed her bachelor’s requirements in
M a rch 1928, the end o f w in te r quarter. N o t w aiting for
commencement exercises in June, she left for W hitefish, the first
stop in a search for w ork. H er husband remained in Missoula
where, th a t summer, he “bought o u t” o f the A rm y . M eanw hile,
D o ro th y had left W hitefish and was in Spokane seeking a job.
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though the gloom o f the Depression was yet to settle,
D o ro th y Peterkin found jobs scarce in Spokane. The
problem was th a t “everybody from three states was
doing the same th in g at the same tim e .” However, she eventually
fo u n d part-tim e secretarial w o rk w ith a p ri\ ate detectiv e w ho was
fu rtive ly investigating a Spokane bank.
“ A fte r I typed for h im each tim e, he w ould collect all the carbon
paper and waste paper I had used and take it w ith h im in his b rie f
case,” she said. “ H is investigation was so quiet th a t he wasn’t even
going to leave th a t a ro un d .”
N ext, she became a typist for a gold-mine prom oter. T h e m an
had sold m in in g stock in Spokane and th ro u g h repeated assess
ments and encouragement was convincing shareholders to ante
additional funds to keep the m ine open. T h e p ro m o te r’s chief
inducem ent—th a t shareholders w ould lose th e ir investm ent and
miss o ut on the m ain strike (due any week)—was the subject o f
numerous letters typed by D o ro th y Peterkin fo r a modest fee. She
did n o t kn o w then, b u t suspected later, th a t som ething was amiss.
A Spokesman Review classified ad provided her w ith another
m em ory o f her Spokane jo b -h u n tin g days. T h e ad, seeking girls
w ho knew typ ing and w ho were w illin g to travel, sounded ideal.
D o ro th y arranged fo r an interview , b u t it was short-lived:
“I went over and talked to a man in a hotel room. He sort of
leered and told me that this would involve typing reports quite
late at night in one city or another, wherever they had a crew
working. He said I should expect to have their salesmen dropping
in at almost any time. Then he cozied up and put an arm around
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me and I left. I went over to the newspaper office and told the
classified man what kind o f ad it was they were running. He was
quite excited but the ad kept running. I didn’t worry him enough
to get it canceled.”
D o ro th y had registered w ith almost every em ploym ent agency
in Spokane, m any o f w hich were operated by typew riter com
panies. Soon after her encounter in the hotel room , she received a
message to call a m an in a place she could n o t pronounce, a small
to w n some 110 miles northw est o f Spokane.
Spelling the to w n ’s name—O kanogan—to an operator w ho
apparently never had heard o f it, she returned the call. T he man
seeking her was C.E. Blackwell, owner o f O kanogan’s G.E. Blackwell <Sc C o. departm ent store. Blackwell had received her applica
tio n from one o f the typew riter company em ploym ent agencies
and wanted her in O kanogan for a stenographic position.
T he offer worried her; she could n o t understand w hy a store in
tin y O kanogan needed a stenographer. M o re distressing to her,
however, was her critical financial situation. She was “scared to
death” and still uneasy about Blackwell’s call when she boarded
the train. W ith $ 10 cash and tw o dresses, she arrived in O kanogan
just before the 1928 apple harvest.
D o ro th y ’s anxieties were unwarranted. C.E. Blackwell & . Co.
was the largest store in Okanogan, a prosperous, well-stocked
establishment serving the entire O kanogan Valley from the
Canada border, the C olville Indian Reservation to the east and
the area as far south as Brewster. Its owner and founder had
barged his goods up the O kanogan River and had b u ilt a small
merchandising empire. Miss Johnson later remembered her job
and her boss:
“It was a big job, but after awhile we got another stenographer.
We had a bustling and busy office. M r. Blackwell was a bear to
work for. He used to come out and stand and look over my
shoulder and he had a habit of pushing up his glasses so you knew
he was glaring at you. He was forever pulling up his pants, even
though he wore both a belt and suspenders. He would come and
flip through the unfinished work on my desk, and I would cringe
and explain I was doing it just as fast as I could. He would not let
anybody put any work away, and that is how 1got into a bad habit
I’ve never been able to break. I’ve never been able to put unfinished
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work anywhere. 1have to keep it out where I’m going to work on it
next time or else I lose it. O ther people can be the clean-desk tvpe
but 1 can’t. Charley Blackwell wouldn’t stand for it."
D o ro th y persevered in her creative w ritin g b u t fo un d she missed
the encouraging atmosphere o f the university and her English
classes.
“It was really lonesome business because hardlv anybody else in
O kanogan was a writer,"she said. “T h e o nly o ther one I knew o f
was the boss’ sister-in-law, w ho w rote and

got paid for stories

fo r Sunday school magazines. 1 was really envious o f her because
she got $100 apiece for th e m .”
She realized, however, th a t Sunday school magazines were n ot
her m arket.
“I grew up on th a t k in d o f literature and had a prettv low o p in 
io n o f it even w hen I was sm all,” she said.
She decided to start near the b o tto m w ith confession stories and
proceed to better things as she gained experience and ability. T h a t
approach failed.
“I tried w ritin g confession stories, and I just co u ld n ’t stand
th e m ,” she said. “I certainly co u ld n ’t sell them! I th o u g h t they were
h o rrib le and d id n ’t sell one. 1 d id n ’t really ever finish any.”
H a d she n o t yearned to w rite, O kanogan m ig h t well have been
the end o f her literary career.
“I was aw fully lost then because I d id n ’t have people around
w ho wanted to w rite ,” she said. “N o b o d y cared w hether I d id or
not. 1had a typew riter and as long as I d id n ’t use it too late at n ig h t
nobody was interested.”
George Peterkin had n o t joined his wife on m ustering o ut o f the
A rm y in Missoula the summer o f 1928. W here he w ent she never
learned, even when, in late 1928, he arrived in O kanogan.
Peterkin w ent to w o rk but, nevertheless, accumulated several
sizable debts. In A p r il 1929 he to ld his wife he was going to C a li
fornia. She asked h im n o t to, b u t he left. She never saw h im again,
although 15 years later, durin g W orld War II, he called her in N ew
Y ork C ity .
Some six m onths after Peterkin’s departure, D o ro th y obtained
an in terlo cuto ry divorce decree. T he divorce became fin al in A p r il
1930, whereupon she resumed use o f her maiden name. She spent
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the year from A p ril 1929 to A p ril 1930 paying Peterkin’s debts.
T h en , w anting a new start, she set out to save enough money to
get herself out o f Okanogan.
In the fall o f 1928, H a ro ld M erriam had expanded his magazine.
The Frontier. W hile students still could contribute to it, they no
longer had any editorial authority. The magazine received co ntri
butions from , and circulated into, almost every state. It boasted a
handful o f subscribers in Europe, was taken on a regular basis by a
library in Moscow, and even was ordered by A1 Capone, a resident
o f Alcatraz, w ho apparently had thought it was a periodical o f
western pulp fiction. By early 1930, The Frontier was receiving more
than 800 story contributions a year and p rinting fewer than 50.
O ne th a t made the January 1930 issue was “The F ru it Tramps,”
the story o f a young couple w ho earn a living follow ing the West
Coast fru it harvests. In the magazine’s preface, a section called
“ A b o a rd the Covered Wagon,” M erriam wrote the follow ing
about the story: “ ‘The F ru it Tramps’ comes from O kanogan,
Washington. Its author, D o ro th y M arie Johnson, form erly lived
in W hitefish, M ontana. We have never published a story truer to
its background.”
Unquestionably, Miss Johnson had begun to fin d herself as a
w riter. She had simplified her story structure—w ritin g as though
she no longer had to furnish an excuse for w hat she was say
ing—and had severely tightened her narrative style. The last
paragraph o f “T he F ru it Tramps” is illustrative:
Washington to Oregon to California, from season to season,
from apple harvest to orange harvest, they follow the fruit.
Homeless, despised, from rich to penniless. Living in tourist parks,
or paying high rent for a bare room. Buying a cot, eating off a
packing box. No green curtains, no yellow table. A suitcase and a
nail stripper, roll of blankets and some tinplates jolting in the back
seat. Working and wandering. They follow a luscious harvest.
In the M a rch 1930 issue appeared “Fear,” a chilling, 373-word
description o f a w om an’s feelings as she comes home alone to her
apartm ent at night. It begins:
Long ago you locked the other door and threw the knob away.
Then you moved the dresser against that door, because, you said,
it was handier that way.
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Now there is onlv one door to open when vou come up the
stairs at night. Quietly vou climb, but not too quietly, tor after all,
there has never vet been anyone waiting for vou there. Quietlv
vou walk down the hall—slowlv, because, of course, the stairs
have tired vou. You take out vour kev before vou reach that door,
because, vou sav, it saves time.
A n d ends:
You drop into a chair for a moment, and vour breath is sharp and
quick. The stairs, of course, tired vou. W hen you can breathe
slowly again, you put the frying-pan on the electric plate and wind
the phonograph. “I’d Rather Be Blue 0 \ er You” will drive silence
from the corners. A n d vou learned long ago that it was no use to
banish heartbreak.
But as you walk quietly to this home of yours in the evening,
carrying your loaf of bread and a dime’s worth of hamburger, the
loafers in front of the pool hall would never th in k to stare and
realize, “There goes a woman who fears for her life.”
Miss Johnson liked O kanogan and its people. W h ile renting an
apartm ent in the Shaller B uilding, she met O pal C o lb e rt, a
w om an w ho n o t o n ly became a good friend b u t w ho provided the
young w rite r w ith the situation from w h ich her first big-time story
w ould come. M rs. C o lb e rt later said o f D o ro th y Johnson:
“ She typed all day at her office job
Evenings and most
weekends she typed out reams of her own copy. She worked very
hard at her w riting in those days and she enjoyed it. A t that time
she was interested in making her story situations as authentic as
possible. M any o f her characters’ traits were taken from actual
people she knew. D orothy had an infectious laugh. It was a rather
loud laugh but not unpleasant. She would get so amused over
something that everyone around her laughed, too. She was lots of
fun and a pleasant companion to be w ith .”
W h ile in d o w n to w n O ka n o g a n one sum m er day in 1930,
M rs. C o lb e rt m et Ed Peasley, a frie n d fro m th e reservation.
Peasley, w h o had established h im se lf as a capable b ro n c rid e r,
asked M rs. C o lb e rt if she w o u ld like to a tte n d a S unday after
n o o n c o m m u n ity rodeo at the Leo M o o m a w ra n ch near
M onse, south o f O ka no g an . T h in k in g some o f her relatives
m ig h t be there, M rs. C o lb e rt accepted. W h e n she asked Miss
Johnson to come. M iss Johnson im m ed ia te ly agreed.
Staged fre q u e n tly in the O ka n o g a n area, the im p ro m p tu
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rodeos produced some o f the finest b u ckin g stock available fo r
the re g io n ’s fair and m a jo r rodeos. C ow boys particip ate d fo r
the fu n and received no pay. M a n y o f the horses were straight
fro m the range and those w ith genuine b u ckin g ta le n t became
part o f M o o m a w ’s rodeo string.
D u rin g the Sunday gathering at M o o m a w ’s—Miss Johnson’s
first experience w ith cattle ranches—one o f the riders was th ro w n
and knocked unconscious. Miss Johnson was n o t prepared for it:
“For all I knew he was dead. The way everybody treated him so
casually shocked me terribly. Some men picked him up and took
him into the house and nobody made any fuss. His wife came out
of the crowd carrying a baby and wandered into the house. She
wasn’t making any fuss either. I asked Opal, ‘Doesn’t the woman
care? Maybe her husband is dead.' Opal said, ‘They just don’t do
that. You’re not supposed to get excited about it.’ A nd I said,
‘Well, what a strange tradition.’ You did not change. There were
no hysterics.”
M rs. C olbert also recalled the rodeo: “D o ro th y sat on the fence
taking pictures w ith b o th her camera and mine. It kept me busy
changing exposed rolls o f film for fresh rolls. She must have taken
a dozen rolls o f pictures th a t day.”
The rodeo at the M oom aw ranch made a distinct impression on
Miss Johnson, an impression that still was w ith her a few weeks later
when she left Okanogan for Wisconsin to fin d a new job. Also in 
cluded in her plans was a visit w ith her m other and the man her
m other had recently married, a Waukau beekeeper named Fred
Alger.
Alger somehow had thou g ht his stepdaughter was a child. W ith
th a t in m ind, he purchased a large bag o f fireworks w ith w hich to
welcome her to Waukau. The only fireworks th a t interested Miss
Johnson were those in her m in d as the idea for a story began to
materialize. T he elements were the bronc-riding she had witnessed
at M o o m a w ’s and some impressions from an old English ballad
she had read. The ballad was titled “ Bonnie George C am pbell.”
“1had been in Waukau just a couple o f days when this th in g sud
denly came to fu ll flower in m y m in d ,” she said. “The things tied
up—the rodeo and the ballad—so the story, itself, is called ‘Bonnie
George C am pbell.’ ”
In the sweltering heat o f the Algers’ attic. Miss Johnson, in one
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dav, wrote, “ Bonnie George C a m p b e ll,” a story o f a cowboy and
his girl. L e ttin g it jell o \ ernight, she rewrote and polished it in one
m ore dav, dropped it in to an en\ elope and mailed it to the C u rtis
Publishing C o m p a n y ’s C ountr\ Gentleman.
“1 had had so m anv rejections from so m any magazines bv that
tim e,” she said.
She chose Coimtm Gentleman on the basis o f a letter recei\ ed a
year earlier from one o f the magazine’s editors suggesting th at
perhaps she had something the magazine could use. T he editor had
seen one o f her stories in The Frontier and had been impressed.
Early in September, a letter a rri\e d at the A lger home in
W aukau. It was n o t fro m Counts' Gentleman, however, b u t The
Saturday Evening Post, also a C u rtis publication. T h e Post said the
story was fine and th a t a check for $400 w as forthcom ing. Miss
Johnson was h ig hly surprised.
“ Somehow a letter from Country Gentleman caught up w ith me
saying th a t ‘Bonnie George C am pbell’ wasn’t for them b u t th a t
they had handed it on to the Post,” she said. “T h is was all very
queer, b u t u tte rly w onderful, because $400 was four m onths pay
in the jo b I’d had in O kanogan.”
A lo n g w ith three illustrations, “ Bonnie George C am pbell”
appeared in the O ctober 18, 1930, issue o f the Post.
“O kanogan G ir l’s Story o f Rodeo Published in Post!” said the
Wenatchee (Wash.) World in a tw o-colum n, three-line headline.
“ Form er Employee o f Blackwell Store Breaks In to ‘Big T im e ’
P ublication,” said the deck. T he news story said in part:
A n impromptu rodeo at the Moomaw ranch near Monse is the
basis of a story appearing in this week’s issue of the Saturday Evening
Post. It was written by Dorothy Marie Johnson, a former employee
of the Blackwell store at Okanogan. Miss Johnson left Okanogan a
few weeks ago to live with her parents in the Middle West.
The characters and scene are easily recognized by anyone famil
iar w ith the region. A lthough the names are slightly changed, Phil
Bedard, senior, and Phil, junior, both appear in the story.
So do the Moomaw boys, Johnny Patterson, Bert Evans and a
number of other well-known Okanogan riders
Illustrations for the story are not as accurate as the word
pictures
Miss Johnson gives a very accurate picture of the
reservation region and its life.
She had been w ritin g short stories and poems fo r six years.
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N ow , at age 24, D o ro th y Johnson th ou g ht her future assured as a
w riter. The Berlin (Wis.) Evening Journal said she had “come to the
notice o f those w ho co u n t” and th a t she was “sure to continue her
good success.” She had no way o f know ing th a t for the next 11
years she w ould n o t sell a single story.
For good reason, Miss Johnson was to remember “Bonnie
George C am pbell” as the o nly th in g th a t kept her “w a rm ” during
the years o f tryin g and failing from 1930 to 1941. From the stand
p o in t o f her creative-writing career, those years were to be the
most dismal in her life.
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Poultry or Paper,
She Could Sell It
E R H A P S HER SUCCESS W ITH “BO N X IE GEORGE

C a m p b e ir conv inced the wom en o f the W aukau
C h u rc h th a t Miss Johnson could w rite a flier p ro 
m o tin g th eir annual chicken supper and bazaar.
Miss Johnson accepted the task, b u t later wondered w hy. H er 23
ebullient lines oversold the affair, and long before the people stop
ped com ing the chicken was gone. T he ensuing confusion, and
the unhappiness o f those w ho had done the w o rk b u t had to go
hungry, d id n o t help matters. M a n y people said they were at
tracted by the m im eographed flier, w h ich read, in part:
The frost is about to descend upon the pum pkin, and corn
shocks march along by the fence-rows. In a hundred farm
houses, women are stealing half-hours from their fall canning to
sew for the bazaar. Plump chickens stroll in farmyards, not
knowing that they’re soon to be cut off in the flower of youth
and tenderness to grace the chicken supper at Waukau Church.
Farmers’ daughters are practicing for the cake-baking con
test—and can those girls cook!
Soon after arriving in Waukau, Miss Johnson went to nearby
O shkosh to register w ith em ploym ent agencies. T h ro u g h one o f
them , she learned o f an opening at the Menasha Products C o m 
pany, manufacturers o f paper products ranging from napkins to
ice-cream cartons. T h e com pany, form erly based in Chicago, had
just moved its headquarters to Menasha, some 25 miles northeast
o f Waukau.
Menasha Products needed a secretary for its advertising mana-
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ger; the previous one had decided th a t she wanted to live in
Chicago, n o t Menasha. O n the basis o f her application letter,
Miss Johnson was asked to Menasha for an interview. T he trip
meant a bus ride and an overnight stay, b u t when it was over she
had the jo b to w hich she was to devote five years.
S ta rtin g w o rk in N ovem ber 1930, Miss Johnson fo u n d the
M e n a s h a P ro d u c ts a d v e rtis in g d e p a rtm e n t s tim u la tin g .
Reading her boss’s trade magazines p ro m p te d her to e n ro ll in
an evening course in p rin tin g . W h a t she gleaned fro m th a t
course later proved useful.
U n til Menasha Products began a new era in waxed paper. Miss
Johnson’s creative w ritin g was lim ited to evenings and weekends.
O th e r th a n tw o college poems published in ISJorthwest Verse, an
anthology edited by H a ro ld M erriam , her o n ly co n trib u tio n to
reach p rin t in the early 30s was “ Highways are Happy Ways,” a
short story about fru it harvesters. It appeared in The Frontier.
A com bination o f events allowed Miss Johnson to put her crea
tiv ity to w o rk for Menasha. First, the company developed a new
line o f printed waxed paper. Second, her boss, w ho was supposed
to w rite the advertising copy for it, was busy w ith other projects.
He suggested Miss Johnson w rite the copy.
“It had pretty little green and yellow flowers and nobody had
ever had waxed paper like th a t to wrap sandwiches in ,” she said.
“Here was m y first big o p p o rtu n ity .”
She made the most o f it, showing as m uch enthusiasm for
waxed paper as she had for the bazaar supper:
Just as fresh as the flowers in the spring is food wrapped in De
Luxe Waxtex. Glossy, velvety waxed paper decorated with
modernistic posies protects food from air, and with an air. It
dresses sandwiches and all manner of other dainties as the jolly
Prince of Wales dresses a ball. To the fingers. De Luxe Waxtex,
extra heavy in weight, is as pleasant as banknotes; and to thq eye,
as sweet as a field of buttercups. Waxed paper is in every modern
home and how women will welcome this new household waxed
paper that’s always on dress parade! A clever idea, to be sure.
Except for adding one adjective, the company used Miss
Johnson’s copy exactly as submitted.
“H o w I prized th a t,” she said. “O f course, it d id n ’t do anything
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fo r me except help m y m orale.”
As tim e passed, she began w ritin g direct-m ail advertising. O ne
o f her first assignments was a letter to jobbers in Texas explaining a
pool'Car shipm ent o f paper headed th e ir wav.
“1found out w hat a pool car was and wTote the Texans a perfectlv
ecstatic letter about the w onderful o p p o rtu n ity for them to sa\ e on
th e ir freight rates,” she said. “I d o n ’t th in k I ever wrote about
a n yth in g 1 wasn’t enthusiastic about; I could w o rk myself up to it.”
A lth o u g h Miss Johnson was interested in the com pany’s goals,
her enthusiasm, by 1934, also was sparked by personal motic es.
She was tired o f M enasha and wanted to leave.
“I t ’s h ard to go fro m the Far Wbst to the M id d le ^ b s t where
everybody is related to everybody,” she said. “ I was a m in o rity in
th a t to w n ; 1wasn’t related to anybody. Furtherm ore, I was neither
G erm an, Polish n o r Irish and 1 was a Protestant. T h a t was just n o t
good in M enasha.”
By 1934, H a ro ld M e rria m had com bined his magazine w ith The
M idland, a regional periodical th a t had been published since 1915
at the U n ive rsity o f Iowa and later Chicago. In a d d itio n to
publishing quarterly. Frontier and M idland became a magazine o f
the West rather th a n just the N orthw est.
Miss Johnson’s last co n trib u tio n to her form er English professor’s
magazine was a poem, “If You K n o w War A g a in ,” in the M arch
1934 edition. She enclosed a note w ith it, saying, “There’s been too
m uch heroic war poetry; here’s a different kin d
”:
When you breathe deep, clean moving air
Into ecstatic lungs, recall
The fallen ones of wars, who breathe
No more at all.
A n d when the green of living vibrant trees
A nd movement of all things are sweet.
Remember blind eyes under sod, who see
The last defeat.
Whether yours is compassionate, high God
O r jeering laughter in the skies.
Shudder to dream your punishment
If these should rise!
This be your curse, if you know war again:
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The quivering flesh that shrieked and fell
Shall cheat you of your Paradise,
Mock you through hell.
Yours was a ruthless victory, empty pride.
Forget they died for glory—recall: They Died.
A t Menasha Products, Miss Johnson continued to w rite adver
tising copy, particularly for direct mailing:
Linen-like and practical. Colonial paper table napkins make life
easier for home-makers. They’re kept clean and white in sparkling
Cellophane, in a generous package that takes care o f many a meal.
Colonial napkins are pleasant to handle, attractive to look
at—and they never add to Monday’s washing woes! Colonial
napkins save tempers, laundry bills and time; they keep trousseau
linens for really big occasions.
In a memo to her boss, she proposed a verse about toilet paper
for some prom otional blotters:
How about a picture of Tiffany and this,
on the blotters:
Van Puyster’s seventh bathroom is wonderfully done
In chromium and marble and three kinds of jade;
The Sultan’s palace glistens ’neath an Oriental sun.
A nd the Perkins’ neat white cottage is somewhat in the shade.
But a little touch of luxury can make the whole world kin—
The tissue in those bathrooms is fit for baby’s skin.
Mrs. Perkins buys her tissue with considerable care—
A nd Tiffany will still be it when B ill’s a millionaire.
Dorothy Johnson
P.S.—Please note the admirable way in which I restrained my
baser impulses, which sometimes overpower me.
A letter prom oting ice-cream cartons brought this response
from a Menasha salesman on the West Coast:
Roy Cute to Dorothy Johnson:
Please thank the proper party for the wonderful letter
sent
out to my ice cream trade
It was “wonderfully” written in
good pulling language. Dam good in any man’s language, say I.
A professional magazine called Printed Salesmanship was one
Miss Johnson found especially intriguing. Each m o n th , a national
a u th o rity on commercial correspondence named L.E. Frailey conf 601

ducted a contest in business-letter w ritin g . Miss Johnson and her
new boss began to enter.
“B oth times we entered we placed,” she said. “It was embarrassing
because each tim e we got our names in the magazine, 1 was one
notch higher th an m y boss. This is not good.”
H er entry in the September 1^34 contest u ltim a tely got Miss
Johnson o u t o f M enasha. T he problem called for an application
letter from a voung m an recently o ut o f college. Assum ing the
name James B irch, Miss Johnson to o k first honorable m ention
w ith this letter:

Dear Sir:
O ut here we don’t believe in Santa Claus any more, and if there
are any soft jobs left in the world, I wouldn’t know what to do with
one. Getting through four years at the U n i\ ersity of Montana in
these times fits a man for work. (My B.A. in Business Adm inistra
tion was granted in June 1934. M y senior thesis did not attempt to
cure the Depression.) We’re used to working by the time we finish
school. Summer of 1931 1 worked in the harvest fields; summer of
1932 1sold washing machines (second paragraph from the last tells
more about that), and in 1933 a crew of us picked spotted-fever ticks
for the government and good wages. Spotted-fever ticks are
nobody’s pets.
Here is a transcript of my completed courses and grades received.
A High School Honor Scholarship paid my fees all four years; you
lose them if your grades get down to C average.
“ Active in a leadership way,” your advertisement reads. So:
Bearpaw (honorary sophomore men’s organization), M Club
(varsity basketball two years), Duniway prize books in 1933.
1couldn’t afford a fraternity, but two years spent managing the
barb house helped out the social graces. M y freshman year was
spent in the men’s dormitory; they’re used to rubbing the rough
edges off aspiring business men in South Hall. I can still get by
with the boys in the Butte mines, too.
Salesmanship?—1 sold twelve washing machines in two weeks
in a railroad town of 4,000 one summer, when half the men in
town were cut off the board.
1would like to sell you the services of one James Birch, who could
do more good in your organization than he could as a deputy
sheriff. But he has to earn a living, and while he is ambitious, he
isn’t fussy. Would you like to ask questions about this merchandise,
and look it over?
Sincerely yours,
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In congratulating winners for th eir letters, Frailey wrote:
1 rather imagine the ghost of idleness would never follow you
long. Yours is the power of originality—you know how to fashion
your story in a way that is different than the average.
The next year, Clyde Blanchard, general editor o f the Gregg
Publishing C om pany in New York, was preparing a chapter on
effective letter-writing for a Gregg textbook. H ie English of Business.
W hile looking for examples, he discovered Miss Johnson’s letter. He
wrote her for permission to use it.
Miss Johnson was delighted. She imm ediately wrote Blanchard,
using the o p p o rtu n ity to ask him “as casually as possible” if he
knew o f any jobs in New York C ity. Blanchard wrote her again,
asking if she w ould be interested in w orking fo r Gregg Publishing:
“1 went down to Chicago to meet M r. Blanchard and his wife.
Chicago was 200 miles and 1didn’t really have enough money to
be wasting it on a trip there. By this time my pay had been cut. 1
had had a couple of raises and then we all got three cuts. But 1took
a chance and went to Chicago to meet him. 1 never knew when
th a t’man was interviewing me. It all seemed like just a pleasant
social conversation. He happened to be in Chicago because he
was teaching at Gregg’s school there during the summer. He and
his wife were so nice. When 1 went back to Wisconsin 1 didn’t
know whether he liked me or not.”
Blanchard liked her. As managing editor for Gregg’s magazine.
Business Education World, he decided he wanted her as an assistant
editor. His only problem was that the magazine’s editor-in-chief,
John Robert Gregg, was cruising the Mediterranean. Gregg
retained final say in all hirings.
For w hat seemed to Miss Johnson an interm inable period, she
heard nothing. She had begun to lose hope when, one July day,
she came home to prepare for a picnic and found a telegram. Blan
chard wanted to know how soon she could come to New York.
“ 1 nearly lost m y m in d ,” she said. ‘‘1went on the picnic b u t 1cer
ta in ly d id n ’t have m y thoughts on anything b u t this marvelous
th in g th a t had happened. 1 was going to get $150 a m o n th , twice
w hat 1was getting in Menasha. E verything in New York cost twice
as m uch, but, just the same, it was m y big break.”
Those w ho knew Miss Johnson m ight have wondered why,
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w ith her interest in fictio n , she joined a husiness-education
magazine. T h ev could have argued th a t a newspaper or generalcircu la tio n magazine w ould provide her w ith the best experience
for creative w ork. Miss Johnson did n o t th in k so:
“1got all the newspapering 1wanted as a stringer for the Kalispell
Inter Lake. That is exactly whv I didn't take journalism at the
university. A t that time, journalism on our campus was nothing
but newspaper work. Radio had been invented but it wasn’t
anything you went to work in. I d idn’t want to work on a
newspaper. 1 really hadn’t had enough contact w ith papers to
know what they were like. I knew what The Whiictish Pilot was like
since my mother worked there for awhile. But it d idn’t seem to me
this was the kind of place you wanted to be in if you wanted to
write stories. How would you ever get them in ’ 1 didn’t see
newspapering as a training ground. You have no idea what dull
stuff 1 used to write for the Inter Lake—you know, ‘Somebody
came from Poison for Sunday dinner w ith his sister.’ It’s still the
bread of life for small-town papers; it ’s terribly im portant but it ’s
not creative. I didn’t have the faintest idea what people did on
newspapers. There was nobody to tell me about how maybe jour
nalism would be good for me. It would have been in this respect: 1
was so scared of people. I was very timid. In the English department
in college, you never had to interview anybody. This proved to be a
dreadful handicap. I never did any serious interviewing until 1went
to New York and had to interview a vice president of CBS. Talking to
a big shot like that is a terrible way to start learning how to interview.
I was so afraid to talk to anybody and ask snoopy questions.”
In terms o f her development as a w riter, Miss Johnson could n ot
have made a better job choice th an the Gregg Publishing C o m 
pany. H er nine years w ith the company provided a thorough
education in w ritin g discipline, something th a t had never been
stressed to her.
Soon after B lanchard’s telegram arrived. Miss Johnson received
a letter fro m L.E. Fralley, the letter-w riting auth o rity:
July 22, 1935
Dear Miss Johnson:
I was happy
to hear from M r. Blanchard that he had selected
you as his personal assistant. I had a conference w ith him in
Chicago and the news came out in rather amusing fashion.
During our chat, we happened to talk about the folks who had
answered my letter problems, and I made the remark that if I were
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ever the head of a big advertising agency, there were three women
I would want to hire—Mae Weishampel in Baltimore, Virginia
Young in Denver, and Dorothy Marie Johnson in Menasha.
You can imagine my surprise when he said, “ But you can't hire
Miss Johnson—she belongs to me.”
Congratulations, Dorothy Marie! I know that you will be very
successful in your new position.
L.E. Frailey
Frailey had been perceptive when he wrote o f Miss Johnson:
“Yours is the power o f originality.” Her originality and enthusiasm,
teamed w ith the mechanics she would learn at Gregg, would
demonstrate their w orth.

164

C H A P T E R

S I X

Beulah Bunny
E.

F

w a s a s p r o p h e t ic a s h e w 'a s

r a i l e y

perceptive. By O ctober 1935 Miss Johnson was at
w o rk at 270 M adison Avenue, home o f Gregg Pub
lishing and its magazine, Business Education World
(B.E.W.)- H er college tra in in g had emphasized creativity, n ot
mechanics, and soon she was compelled to memorize the rules o f
pun ctu atio n , spelling and com position.
“These things had never seemed im p o rta n t before, b u t at Gregg
they really had high standards,” she said. “I f there was one possible
error in a te xtbook or in one o f our magazines, th e y’d hear from 40
teachers w ho maybe knew n o th in g else except th a t 'there
shouldn’t be a com ma there.’ ”
She began w ith m in o r w ritin g and editing tasks, among them
the preparation o f biographical sketches o f business teachers w ho
had articles in each m o n th ’s B .E .W Soon she was editing the
articles, m any o f w h ich she fo un d extremely dull:
“It was terrible stuff. Some o f those people couldn’t write for
beans, but we had to make the magazine come out looking as
though they were all geniuses. I did a great deal of rewriting and
every now and then somebody would sit on me really hard
because 1 had let something go through in a manuscript that
should have been changed. They were tough, but kind, and it was
wonderful training.”
Miss Johnson shared b ath ro o m and kitchen facilities w ith other
tenants o f the West 94th Street apartm ent b u ild in g th a t was her
home for tw o years. She disliked cooking (and always would) and
usually ate at cafes.
“ N o b o d y d id m uch co o kin g th e re ,” she said. “ You c o u ld n ’t
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Miss Johnson in 1942. She was in New York City with Gregg Publishing
Company at the time.
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keep s tu ff in the re frig e ra to r because som ebody w o u ld swipe
vo u r b u tte r.”
Miss Johnson soon learned how to select eating places. If an
establishment did n o t have its m enu clearlv p rin te d in the w in 
dow , she knew im m ediately it was too expensiv e. She considered a
75-cent Sunday din ne r a “pretty’ high-priced treat."
She still read voraciously b u t th o u g h t the N ew York C ity Public
L ib ra ry an “ awful flo p ” because o f its lending practices. She
discovered private lending libraries, w h ich allowed books to circu
late m ore freely, and came to depend on them .
W ith

little

success, she c o n tin u e d

her outside w ritin g ,

publishing no stories and o nlv three articles from 0 3 5 to 0 4 0 .
Despite m uch effort, w ritin g and re w riting, rejection slips o f every
description continued to accumulate. (She never got used to rejec
tio n slips and always became dejected at getting them .)
“I w ent on w ritin g endlessly and n o t selling a th in g ,” she said. “I
was reading w riters’ magazines and most o f them were aw fully
poor. T h e y to ld you how to sharpen pencils and how to keep
track o f your rejection slips.”
Miss Johnson had little trouble adjusting to N ew Y ork C ity . She
fo u n d the pace and people exhilarating and offset any loneliness
by frequently attending plays and museums. She found it d ifficu lt,
however, to establish personal contact w ith N ew Yorkers.
“ You d o n ’t m ake casual friendships in N e w Y o rk ,” she
explained. “ W h e n you meet people you have to w rite d o w n
th e ir names and addresses and make lu n ch e o n and shopping
dates to see them . T h e friendships you do make, how ever, are
apt to be m ore solid because you have to go to so m u ch tro u b le
to establish th e m .”
Miss Johnson became acquainted w ith N ew Y ork C ity th ro u g h
her ow n efforts and th ro u g h those o f the Yosians, an inform al
organization th a t provided inexpensive Sunday excursions spon
sored by the New York World-Telegram. O n her ow n, she often
to o k buses or subways to the end o f the line, then explored w hat
she found. Once, on the M a n h a tta n w aterfront, she left a bus and
followed a small crow d o n to w hat she assumed was an observa
tio n pier. She had p ut her nickel in to a slot and was preparing to
enjoy the view w hen the “pier” weighed anchor for N ew Jersey.
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“ I had never been on a ferry before,” she said. “I had never even
seen one!”
Each Friday the World-Telegram published a guide to Sunday
activities planned by the Yosians. Readers could check the coh
umns to learn w hat different groups were doing. Persons w ith the
Yosian excursions were asked to carry a copy o f the World'
Telegram for identification, and on many Sundays Miss Johnson,
clutching her paper, could be found on a Yosian walk, picnic or
bus tour.
By late 1936, in addition to her editing responsibilities. Miss
Johnson was w ritin g subscription prom otions for Business Educd'
tion World. They, too, exhibited her lively, original approach.
In 1937, Miss Johnson moved from West 94th Street to G rove
Street in G reenw ich Village. H er first and second homes in the
Village were furnished rooms, and in the second—“ a charm ing
room w ith a fireplace”—she set out in 1939 to w rite a novel:
“The room had windows that looked out into a garden with
trees in it. It was a marvelous place to write—I had never had such
a good place before. 1didn't think I had enough stick-to-itiveness
to write anything as big as a novel, but I thought to myself, ‘A ll
right, let’s see if I have what it takes—other people write novels; I
don’t know why 1 can’t.’
I resolved to write a thousand words a day and I did. In those
days I was still reading all the writers’ magazines and believing
everything in them because I hadn’t learned otherwise. One of the
things they all said was that the art of writing was the art of apply
ing the seat of your pants to the seat of a chair. This is not true,
although you have to do this to get any writing done.
If I missed my thousand words a day by going to the theater or
something, I would catch up the next weekend. I wrote for three
months and that was 90,000 words. Then nobody ever published
it. That was before I had an agent, but not even an agent could
have sold it. 1 wracked my brain for a title for that thing—I had a
whole string of them
Anyway, I found out I could do it.”
If Miss Johnson’s career as a fiction w riter appeared finished by
1940, her career w ith Gregg Publishing seemed to be just starting.
In addition to editing articles for B .E.W and w ritin g the
magazine’s prom otional material, she became director o f the d iv i
sions o f business personality and business-letter w riting. In each
capacity she designed and wrote manuals containing numerous
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hypothetical problems.
She became responsible for a m o n th ly le tte r-w ritin g contest in
B .E.W and n o t o n lv had to pose the problems each issue, b u t had
to read and evaluate the hundreds o f entries. B.E.W

awarded

cash prizes for w in n in g letters. T h e num ber ot entries grew steadily
and Miss Johnson began ta king them hom e at night. H er results
w ith the contest were excellent.
As she was to solve the problems o f m any fictitious characters, a
warm-hearted, incurably rom antic, spinster school teacher named
Beulah B un n y was to solve several o f D o ro th y Johnson’s in 1^41.
In July o f th a t year. Miss Johnson returned to W isconsin to vaca
tio n w ith her m other and stepfather. A story idea had occurred to
her in N ew York, and d u rin g her stay in W'aukau she wrote
“ Fellow Has to G et Aw ay Som etim e,” relating how Beulah B unny
changes the life o f one W alter (Strawberry) Rowan. Strawberry is a
pathetic lad w h o works on a ranch for almost nothing. He
possesses remarkable musical ability, w hich the subtle and deter
m ined Miss B unny encourages.
N arrated by Miss B unny, the story takes place in Okanasket,
W ashington, a to w n Miss Johnson invented by com bining
O kanogan (where she had lived after college) and Tonasket, a
small to w n n o rth o f O kanogan. Miss Johnson described w hat
happened:
“ After I wrote ‘Fellow Has to Get Away Sometime,’ there
seemed to be a lot more to be said. N ot long after getting back to
New York, 1had four Beulah Bunny stories written. I never meant
to write a series but these were interesting people. I knew that if 1
sent one of them to a magazine and it came back, as it certainly
would, 1 would be too crushed to go ahead w ith any more for a
long time. T h a t’s why 1finished four before 1sent them anywhere.
“When I was done, I shipped them off to The Saturday Evening
Post. Next day 1read in a writers’ magazine that you should never
send more than one story to a magazine at a time because they
would take it for granted you had been cleaning out your desk
drawers and wouldn’t pay any attention. That was a terrible time
to find that out. So I said, ‘I always do everything wrong; they
weren’t going to take them anyway.’
“A few weeks later 1 got a brown envelope in the mail. But it
wasn’t as heavy as it should have been. It didn’t have the four
stories but, instead, quite a long letter from the editors saying they
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were buying three of the stories and the fourth if I wouldn’t mind
making a few changes. I almost fainted. I got this at my office at
Gregg
and got the whole place excited. I kept looking through
this letter and I couldn’t believe what it seemed to say, which was that
Post’s check for $1,700 for the three stories would be along soon.
They bought all four of them for $2,100 after I did some fast rewriting
on the last one. $2,100 was an awful lot of money and this was simply
unbelievable. M y boss was so happy he rushed in with the letter to
show Dr. Gregg. Everybody was upset and excited.”
In a telegram dated August 29, 1941, Miss Johnson wired her
m other the good news: “ Post bought four stories. W hat do you
want for Christmas?”
The three stories purchased by the Post in addition to “Fellow
Has to G et Away Sometime” were “This W ill Be M in e ,” “G oing to
W h ittin g h a m Fair” and “C ruel Barbara Ellen.” O n the title page o f
its O ctober 25, 1941, edition. The Post, in re-acquainting its
readers w ith Miss Johnson, said:
“In 1930 a young writer sold us a sho: t story about a boy, a girl
and a ballad. Then Dorothy M . Johnson disappeared from our
ken. Several weeks ago—and eleven years later—she popped up in
the mails with four stories. We bought them all. Here’s the first.”
Selling the four stories was the biggest stimulus Miss Johnson
had received in 11 years:
“1thought, ‘These apparently are pretty interesting characters.’
So 1went ahead and wrote several more stories about some of the
same people, always with Beulah Bunny as narrator
Then I
found out in conversation with some of the editors that what they
liked was Beulah Bunny herself. To me, she was only the vehicle
to get the story across.”
Inspiration for several Beulah B unny stories came from Miss
Johnson’s longstanding interest in traditional English ballads and
folk songs. (Her first story, “ Bonnie George Cam pbell,” also had
been prom pted by an old ballad.) She wrote o f folk songs:
“I recommend folk-song study. It’s a scholarly pursuit; some of
the songs still extant trace from the sixteenth century, and some
are offshoots from ancestors at least 300 years older.
“The people who loved these songs and passed them along
through the generations were not scholars; they were, for the
most part, illiterate, and they simply wanted entertainment or
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vicarious romance and adventure or to pass the time while thev
worked. Some of them were rich and roval; most of them were
poor. The songs they sang, passed along through oral tradition,
seem to bring those past generations closer to us than what was
written down about them.’
Soon after the good tidings, \ liss Johnson received a second letter
in v itin g her to Philadelphia for lunch w ith some o f Post's editors.
Suspecting a joke, she wrote a hum orous reply declining the in vita 
tion. T he Post wrote back: The in vita tio n was no joke; they wanted
to discuss some matters concerning future stories.
T h is tim e Miss Johnson did n o t hesitate. Taking a day off, she
boarded a tra in for Philadelphia:
“1 had lunch with several of the editors and 1 was scared of the
whole bunch of them. I still didn’t believe this was really happen
ing. 1th in k the main reason they wanted me to come was to take a
look and also to get the idea across that thev wanted first crack at
my stuff from then on. They let me know, and not w ry subtly,
that they would be offended if I gave first look to any other
magazine. 1 was too naive to know that first look is what big
magazines pay for. They would rather not see something that has
been rejected by somebody else. A t this time 1 didn’t have an
agent. I didn’t need one—1 was getting along just fine
”
Elated, Miss Johnson wrote and sold several more Beulah B unny
stories to the Post in late 1941 and early 1942. A m o n g them were
“Miss B unny Goes to Jail,” “Blanket Squaw,” “She’s G one W ith
Gypsy Davey” and “Beulah B unny and the Lethal Blade.” (For
Gregg Publishing she wrote tw o radio scripts—“Training for
Careers” and “A G irl and H er Shadow”—for distrib u tion and
production in high school business classes.)
Miss Johnson earned enough fro m her Post stories to enroll in a
short'Story course at N ew Y ork U niversity. H er instructor, a
novelist, requested each member o f the class to w rite a story a
week. A t least one student—Miss Johnson—complied:
“When 1 told the Post what I was doing, they almost collapsed.
They thought it was the most horrible idea they had ever heard
of. 1 wasn't doing anything except working eight hours a day and
writing in the evening. I would eat a meal once in awhile but I
didn’t get much sleep.”
T he year 1941 changed Miss Johnson’s life in several ways, as it
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did the lives o f m illions o f Americans. O n December 16, nine days
after Japan attacked Pearl H arbor, she enrolled in the A ir Warden
Service, U n ite d States Citizens Defense Corps, C ity o f N ew York.
She was hesitant at first:
“ I searched my soul before deciding. I fully expected to be
bombed out of existence any minute. O f course, I did everything
wrong. I read the paper and got a little mixed up, then went over
to the nearest fire station to enlist. The fireman I talked to was
very sweet about it when he told me that what they were looking
for was good sturdy men who worked on the docks. He told me
to go over to the police station, which I did. From then on, the
police station was almost my second home. It was awfully hard
on the police to suddenly have this bunch of civilians to order
around and educate, but they got used to it.”
“Date W ith a Soldier,” Miss Johnson’s first big-time story since
“ Bonnie George C am pbell” n ot to involve Beulah Bunny,
concerned an air warden who felt that what she was doing was silly:
“We had all been pushed around enough by the general popula
tion by that time that we were feeling abused. It took character to
stay in that outfit. Everybody thought we were crazy and we did,
too. We had to pay our own expenses and we were always getting
orders from on high that made us simply furious. I remember the
time the city had a bad blizzard. The New York Times came out
with a nasty editorial about all the air wardens sitting around
eating their heads off at great public expense. They wanted to
know why we didn’t get out and shovel the walks and streets.
Well, we blew our tops, because whoever wrote the editorial didn’t
realize that no tax money was being appropriated.”
Miss Johnson took time to w rite the editor o f The Times. (She
w ould write m any letters to m any editors in subsequent years):

T o THE E d i t o r o f t h e N e w Y o r k Times:
Considerable publicity has been given to a double-header
baseball game held on A p ril 14 for the benefit of the C D V O . I’d
like to express a hope that equal publicity will be given to the
allocation of whatever money is raised. I do not suggest that
someone is going to make off with it; 1only want to know whether
the A ir Warden Service is going to get some of it.
I have never been told what the C D V O is or does, but I know
what air wardens do, because I am one. One of the things we do is
pay our own expenses. We pay for the entire upkeep of our sector
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organizations—rent, light, telephone, p.iint, p rin tin g bills,
stationery, postage. We buy stretchers and first-aid equipment for
a placid public.
Long ago $100,000 was allotted to civilian defense here. W'here
it went I never heard, but the air wardens ha\ e been paying their
own way ever since the service was organized, so I know we d idn’t
get any of it for necessary office expenses.
Most people assume that the expenses of the A ir Warden
Service are paid out of taxes. Those who know better agree that it
is not fair that people who are voluntarily doing a necessary, timeconsuming, patriotic job should pay for the privilege of doing it.
Xow that money is being raised by and for the C D \ ’0 , is this
extra burden o f ours going to be lifted?
BLUEALERT
For organizational purposes, the A ir W arden Service divided
N ew Y ork C ity in to precincts. Precincts were divided in to zones,
zones in to sectors and sectors in to posts. As a resident o f G rove
Street in G reenw ich Village (AW'S Precinct 6, Zone A , Sector 2),
Miss Johnson was headquartered in a deserted, rent-free store.
“I spent a lo t o f m y life there between 1941 and 1945,” she said.
“ We were supposed to spend 30 h ou rs a m o n th d o in g
som ething—p a tro llin g the streets d u rin g blackouts or ta lkin g to
people to see if they had any invalids w ho w ould have to be
evacuated in an emergency.”
Sector 2 started a small, mim eographed newspaper for service
men. Its name was The Neighborhood News and its editor was Miss
Johnson, w h o m a G reenw ich Village paper referred to as “ a
forceful, young w om an in slacks.”
Miss Johnson had fo un d th a t livin g in G reenw ich Village made
getting acquainted considerably easier th an it had been on West
94th Street. T h ro u g h the A ir W arden Service she made even
more friends:
“I got to know some o f the tenement people who had very much
mistrusted and despised us. The white-collar people and the bluecollar people all lived on the same street, but there was a big gap.
They scorned us because we weren’t permanent. We might live in
an apartment for a couple years and then disappear. They’d been
living in their flats for two generations and they knew who
belonged there and who didn’t.”
In a colum n w ritte n in 1951 for the Great Falls (M o n t.) Tribune,
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Miss Johnson described her New Year’s Eve o f 1941 as an air
warden:
I was watching for saboteurs, without knowing what they
looked like or how they would act or what I would do if I caught
one
The orders didn't come until early New Year’s Eve. A man who
said his name was Kenneth Hamon telephoned to say he was
squad leader of the post I was assigned to, and we were supposed
to patrol the streets o f the neighborhood all night. Members of
our post were meeting at his apartment on Barrow street, he said.
Barrow street, to my surprise, turned out to be right next to the
street I’d been living on for over a year, which shows you how well
acquainted residents o f large cities are w ith their own
surroundings.
But before another year had passed, I could find any house for
blocks around in the dark, and also fire hydrants. Fire hydrants
are easy to find in a blackout. You just fall over them.
The other members of Post 9 assembled at Hamon’s place
looked normal and not excessively heroic. I-felt relieved. The men
would take the patrol job from midnight on, he said, and I pulled a
two'hour shift from 10 to midnight, with three blocks to cover
and an official armband to wear, and a police whistle.
When we got out on the street, I still didn’t know what to do.
Walk along, sure, but what else? Under the circumstances would
one blow the whistle? What would people be doing that they
shouldn’t be doing, and how was I supposed to stop them?
The questions stopped Hamon, poor man. The cops hadn’t
given him much information to go on.
He was quick-witted,
though. He said sternly, “Watch out for sabotage.”
I looked at the small apartment houses and rundown little stores
and demanded, “Who’s going to sabotage what?” He was equal to the
challenge. “Watch that corner street light,” he advised.
A n d so, for two hours, I watched that street light. No street light
was ever more closely guarded. If falling snow seemed for a moment
to make it flicker, I went tense, prepared to kick, scream and blow
the whistle if the situation got beyond me. I grimly scrutinized the
few pedestrians who passed, especially if they got within six feet of
that street light. I memorized a description of each one of them, in
case I had to identify him before the Supreme Court.
The night was cold and so were my feet. To keep in condition to
defend the street light, I had to walk around. Besides, the three
blocks to be patrolled weren’t all in a string. I had to get a block
away from the street light to see what was going on in one of
them.
I never walked more than 10 steps without making a quick turn
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Deputy Sector Commander Dorothy M. Johnson of New York City’s
A ir Warden Service in 1945.
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to see that all was well with my street light. In the next block, I had a
chat with a large, cold policeman, who for some reason unknown
to him had orders not to stir from an intersection. He confided that
his feet were killing him. While we were talking, I watched my street
light.
Along toward midnight, my big moment arrived. Two men
came out of a building and stood talking together, looking toward
the street light.
They were Orientals, no doubt about it, and probably
Japanese. If they were Japanese, I concluded, they were potential
saboteurs. A nd if they were saboteurs, they’d make a pass at my
street light. I watched them like a hawk.
After a while, apparently discouraged by my surveillance, they
went back into the building. A few minutes later, Hamon arrived
to relieve me of my arduous duties. I told him about the
dangerouS'looking characters.
“Where did they come from?” he demanded.
“That door right over there. A nd they went back in the same
one.”
He heaved a sigh. “T hat’s a Chinese restaurant,” he said, “ and
they’re Chinese waiters and they’ve worked there for 20 years.”
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C H A P T E R

S E V E N

From Witer to Author
HE

B e u l a h

Bu n n y

s e r ie s

w as

more

popular than Miss Johnson had anticipated. In the
spring o f 1942, she received a call from W illia m M o r
ro w , president o f the

N ew

^ b rk

p u b lis h in g

house W illia m M o rro w &c C om pany. He had been follow ing the
B unny stories in the Post and invited Miss Johnson to lunch to
discuss the possibility o f publishing them as a collection. Miss
Johnson was astonished.
“I just d id n ’t believe it,” she said. “I was so ignorant that when he
asked me how m uch o f an advance I w ould need, I to ld him I d id n ’t
need an advance, th a t I had a job and was getting along fine.”
T h e b oo k came out in September 1942 as Beulah Bunny Tells A ll.
Miss Johnson w ent to M o rro w ’s offices and autographed several
copies in green in k. She was elated w hen presented w ith the first
one fo r her ow n. P utting the book in to a briefcase she had recently
purchased, she left M o rro w ’s and ju b ila n tly boarded a bus for
G reenw ich Village. N o t u n til she was again on foot and w alking
tow ard her apartm ent did she miss anything. T h e bus, her brief
case aboard it, had disappeared.
Miss Johnson rushed hom e and telephoned the transit com 
pany, reaching the firm ’s lost-and-found desk o n ly after several
exasperating conversations w ith various employees. By the tim e
she was connected, the briefcase had been tu rn e d in. She wasted
little tim e in retrieving it and its precious contents.
Miss Johnson dedicated Beulah Bunny Tells A ll to her m other,
w ho by th a t time had come to live w ith her in New Y ork follow ing
the death o f Fred Alger. In a prefatory inscription. Miss Johnson
noted th a t “A ll the characters in this book are purely imaginary.
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The author regrets this because she w ould like to meet some o f
them .”
A fter the release o f the book, which brought its 36-yearold
author considerable publicity, Miss Johnson discovered something
peculiar. She discussed it in an article several years later:
A writer is not an author until he has produced a book. What
the book is doesn’t matter much. Beulah Bunny contained 10 or 12
short stories that had already appeared in the Saturday Evening
Post. A ny one of them brought a bigger check from the Post than
the total royalties on the book. They were the same stories, no
better in hard covers than they had been singly, and in book form
they were not read by nearly so many people.
But there was a noticeable increase in prestige. M y friends
began to act respectful. W ith a book, I had become an author.
Magazines are transitory. A book is permanent—anyway in
theory.
Beulah B unny as a character was well received by readers and
critics alike. In a review o f Beulah Bunny Telb A ll in the New York
Herald Tribune, Page Cooper said o f Miss Bunny:
Beulah Bunny, school teacher by accident, gambler by inten
tion, is one of the most lovably ruthless meddlers-in-otherpeople’s-affairs that you will find between covers. Perhaps you
have met her in The Saturday Evening Post and know how she took
up fencing, sacrificed her comfort, endangered her creaking bones
and won a courtly and chronically hungry suitor, all because she
gambled that the pretty new school teacher didn’t know her own
mind about the dentist. O f course Miss Bunny won. She always
does because she is always on the side of true love and doesn’t
hesitate to use unorthodox—not to say, unethical—means of
furthering romance
In a review broadcast over W D N C , Durham, N .C ., J.B. C lark said:
“Remember W ill Rogers—how plain and much like homespun
garments he was? How human and philosophical and kind and
understanding? Remember how W ill could take the problems of
the world and in a jiffy show you how to solve them—always with
that twinkle in his eye and that sane, level head of his working
trigger-quick? Sure, you remember W ill Rogers. He’s an
American institution, even in death. This isn’t about W ill Rogers.
It’s about a female counterpart of W ill—not even a real woman,
but a creation of fiction so vividly alive on the pages o f print that
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YOU feel you have known her for vears.

“I’m referring to Beulah Bunny . D orothv M . Johnson, her
creator, has had many of the famous Beulah Bunnv stories
published in The Saturduy Eiening Post and Beulah
has
become ,
as much a part of the American home scene as W'ill
Rogers was in life.”
U nderstandably, Miss Johnson, by R H 1, had lost all confidence
in her a b ility to w rite fictio n . Later, in analyzing her 11 vears o f
rejection slips, she concluded th a t her use o f first person was one
factor th a t helped her get back in to p rin t:
“1 had a story to tell and it had to be told in the fir^t person
because it just did. By the time a narrator evolved who had all the
qualifications to tell it, she turned out to be a school teacher
named Beulah Bunny. She is not anybody but herself, and she is
definitely not me.”
In a 1943 article for The Writer, she speculated fu rth e r as to the
causes o f her years o f failure;
For one thing, most of the stories were pretty tragic. If 1came out
w ith nobody completely ruined, I thought I was doing pretty well
by the reading public—which never got to appreciate my efforts,
however. There was some block in my m ind that turned plots into
dismal ways. D on't ask me why. I like to laugh better than any
other two people, and heaven knows I like to laugh at my own
jokes. But there was something that kept me from making fiction
that could be laughed at or even endured by anyone except me.
Maybe the trouble was this: Boiled down, there are two kinds of
writing, expression and communication. I insisted on expressing
myself, ignoring the possible reader. Finally, I learned to com
municate. It’s a lot of fun.
Expression often precludes communication, but a story that lets
the reader in by no means keeps the writer from enjoying himself
through expression. Pure expression is often hard for the reader to
translate into his own terms; if it ’s hard, he won’t do it; if he won’t
do it, editors won’t require him to try.
Whether you express or communicate depends, perhaps, on
your attitude toward people. Writers who insist on saying what
they want to say w ithout considering the difficulty that busy
people may have in getting something out of it may go on doing it
for a couple o f unrecognized reasons.
Either they don’t like people very well and aren’t going to do
any favors or they are avoiding hard work by refusing to be bound
by the technical requirements o f plotting and characterization.
[ 7 9 ]

If you like people in general, you want to let them in on the
enjoyment you get from writing. You put in more drama, because
people like to be kept on edge in reading. You get your characters
into bad fixes so that the reader can worry about somebody other
than himself. You get them out again so that the reader can return
to his own problems without extra burdens. You supply good
reasons for everything that happens, so the reader won’t be
puzzled and get the idea that he is stupid or that you are haughty.
You see to it that something really happens.
A ll this is involved in communicative fiction. Communication
is not condescension. It involves understanding, skill, good will,
and a lot o f work.
Expression is easier—and less fruitful. You assume that the
reader is going to do much o f the work for you. You say things in
ways that require the reader to stop and translate into his own
terms. You are subtle. You beckon the reader austerely w ith one
hand and fend him off w ith the other. You don’t have to bother
much with a plot, because a couple of incidents will do. You
assure yourself, “This is life.” You say, “ 1am retaining my literary
integrity.” A nd if you really th in k you can do that in no other
way, you must follow your convictions.
But communicative writing includes expression, too! It is harder
work, but it’s more satisfying to everybody, including the writer.
The things you want to tell the world about your own thoughts
come out in this kind of writing as subtle propaganda. You don’t
simply say that a character does a certain thing; you know and
sometimes tell why he does it. T h at’s where the work comes
in —there, and in making your plot. Expression doesn’t require a
plot. Communication does. If you like people and want to let
them in on the enjoyment you get from writing, you will sweat
over a plot. Maybe some people get them direct from heaven, but 1
have to dig for one and then smelt it down.
When 1 used to insist on pure expression, 1 avoided dramatic
situations. 1led up to them, all right, but then 1went onto a siding
and got back on the main line later, where nothing disturbing was
happening. But readers like disturbances—if you quell them later.
Now 1look for them—a friction here and there, in addition to the
main struggle theme, and perhaps a couple of laughs. In rewriting,
1go over the whole thing coldbloodedly (and many times), trying
to find places where another little joke wouldn't do us any harm.
The situation has got a little out of control. M y chief character,
Beulah Bunny, has developed a personality stronger than mine.
Her wise cracks are better than mine, too, because 1polish hers.
Sometimes people seem to think 1 am stealing her lines.
Sometimes 1 suspect they’re right about it. Still, in the beginning
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she had no personality. She was onlv a technical necositv that
would permit me to tell stories in the first person and thereby get
in more jokes.
Hasn't the w riter’s attitude toward other people got a lot to do
w ith their attitude toward him.' If he seems distant, what reason is
there for readers to pursue him? If he puts his thoughts before
them haughtily, why should they accept? It he condescends, they
w ill notice. But if he opero his mind and heart and says, “ Let’s
enjoy this together,” he achieves a double purpose—communica
tion and expression.
In July 1942, tw o m onths before Beulah Bunn} was published.
M iss Johnson returned to the Pacific N orthw est fo r a vacation and
to gather m ore fic tio n material. H er m other, w ho had retained her
property in W'aukau, spent the summer there. Miss Jc^hnson
visited P ortland and Seattle and then, in the locom otive o f a
G reat N o rth e rn tra in , rode th ro u g h the Cascade tu n n e l to
Wenatchee, W ashington, to do some research for a magazine
article. Later, she traveled n o rth to the O kanogan Valley.
Back in the region th a t had been her home fo r'tw o years, she
was w arm ly greeted by people w ho had follow ed the adventures o f
Beulah B un n y fro m the start. Miss Johnson’s fears th a t residents
o f the O kanogan Valley m ig h t n o t like her stories proved u n w a r
ranted. Beulah B u n n y had been so well received th a t O kanogan,
Tonasket and even O m a k all were claim ing to be the setting for
the series. A t a rodeo in O m a k, Miss Johnson was guest o f honor.
Later, fo r research purposes, she visited the Pilot Wheel ranch
near Tonasket. H er hosts, rancher Bob Fancher and his daughter,
Roberta, in vite d her along as they moved a small herd o f cows and
calves over a m ountain. She later described the experience in a
colum n:
Before the first half of the first inning, I knew I was in the wrong
league.
When we reached the foot of the mountain, the Fanchers saw
they had enough of a problem w ith all that peripatetic beef, so
they gave me the lead rope of the pack horse and said why didn't I
go down yonder and wait by the creek in the woods.
The pack horse kept trying to tie me up w ith the lead rope, and
the saddle horse kept turning around to stare at me, which was
disconcerting. So when we got to the creek I figured we all needed
a drink and a fresh approach to the situation.
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The cowhand: Miss
Johnson at Birney,
Montana.

Some people assumed
that Miss Johnson
was a skilled
horsewoman because
of her interest in, and
knowledge of, the
West. In truth, she
was more at home out
of the saddle than in
it, and often made
light of her limited
riding experience. In
this photograph, one
of her favorites, a dog
shows his disapproval
for her mounting
technique by turning
his back and skulking
away.
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A t Birney shortly after World War II, Miss Johnson stands ready to toss a
loop over anything that comes close enough and stands still long enough.
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I kindly tied the reins to the horn so the saddle horse wouldn't
stc[^ on them and was sloshing around in the creek when I felt a
ureat loneliness.
Both horses were beating feet gladly down the road. I had read
in western stories that western horses would do that if you didn’t
let the reins dangle. How was I to know the Fanchers’ horses read
the same stuff I did?
1chased them, panting, lurching along w ith the burden o f batwing leather chaps, which were never built for fast footwork.
The only reason I ever caught up was that the horses had to stop
for a fence.
After a couple of weeks, I could walk w ithout limping very
much.
Later, back in New York C ity , Miss Johnson took up riding
again. She later wrote:
Most of the horses you can rent at a suburban riding stable have
serious personality defects. There was one big bay named Major
that I thought liked me. He had an affectionate way of reaching
around and rubbing his nose on my left boot.
It was very touching and I called him pet names until a more
experienced rider informed me that M ajor’s whole aim in life was
to bite somebody’s foot off. When he nibbled my boot, he was only
getting the range.
M y riding partner was a Kansas girl named Frances Smith.
Once when I got into trouble in the woods of Forest Park, on Long
Island, she carried the bad news from A ix to Ghent, or anyway
back to the riding stable.
That time I drew a bony black horse with a persecution
complex, and Frances got a gray one about the size you see on a
merry-go-round.
The black tried to dodge out from under me, but, of course, I
had found out what a saddle horn is good for
. He showed his
real character a couple of miles from his home stall. He folded his
knees and lay quietly down on his right side.
I rolled off and grabbed the reins, because stable owners tend to
speak sharply to riders who walk back horseless, and got back on
again. I can get on a horse fine if he stands still beside a nice big log.
Three minutes later he lay down again, this time on his left side,
and we did it all over
I walked him back and forth to keep
him from collapsing again while Frances made like Paul Revere
back to the stable for professional advice about the way to treat a
folding horse.
The man from the stable came in a hurry, but Frances wasn’t
with him. She was unavoidably detained at the stable by her pint
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sized horse, which was putting on a solo rodeo, trving to buck her
oti.
Anvwav, even if 1 couldn’t make that black horse stand up, 1
proved I was versatile enough to get oft him on either the port or
starboard side, and while he was in a reclining position.
Another time, in another park, a chestnut named Popcorn tried
to get me arrested. He wouldn't budge out of a walk except when
another horse came up behind him. Then he’d bust into a run until
the other horse got past and around a bend. There was a rule in
that park against galloping, but Popcorn could not read signs.
One of the horses that came up behind us happened to be rid 
den by a uniformed policeman whose duty it was to see that
nobody galloped a horse. Popcorn and I raced him for a quarter
mile. The cop won. He d id n ’t sav anything, though. He must
have guessed that I wasn't galloping Popcorn. Popcorn was gallop
ing me.
“Date W ith a Soldier,” w ith its New Y ork setting, marked the
beginning o f the end for Beulah B unnv. T h e fadeout was
deliberate. Miss Johnson having realized th a t when the Post
rejected a story fro m the series—as it had on occasion—there was
no other m arket for it.
“It was all very nice to have a magazine b uying a series, b u t I had
to get away from the lim ita tio n s involved and start w ritin g
in d iv id u a l stories,” she said.
Beulah’s departure was gradual: The last o f the stories included
“Beulah B un n y Barters Bonds” (July 3, 1943), “ Beulah B un n y and
the Boy C alled Joe” (O ctober 9, 1943), and “T h e Lost M u sicia n ”
(January 8, 1944). “T h e G ay Desperado,” published in the M a rch
17, 1945, issue o f the Post, ended the series. A b o u t “T h e G ay
Desperado,” the Post had the fo llo w in g to say:
In case anybody thinks that doing a short story is a brief and
facile occupation, it might be well to record that Miss Johnson’s
folder on this story alone is now packed w ith about one hundred
pages of discarded manuscript and revised plot outlines.
Miss Johnson said about “T h e G ay Desperado” :
“It was an awful lot of work. 1had no great message to put over; 1
just hadn’t done a Miss Bunny for a long time and 1 missed her.
‘The Gay Desperado’ was all nicely typed and ready to mail in
September, but before 1 could mail it it started to smell, so 1did it
over twice more.
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“The Post bought it just when my mother was having an opera
tion. A t the same time, another story of mine, ‘The Snow Is on
the Grass Again,’ was broadcast on The Listening Post, so I didn’t
have to cash any War Bonds to get M om out of hock w ith the
medical profession.”
A t Gregg Publishing, Miss Johnson was busier than ever. In
a ddition to editing a section on school journalism in Business
Education World and w ritin g regularly for the Gregg Writer and the
Gregg News Letter, she continued to produce scripts for business
school dramatizations. A m ong these were “Poor M r. H ill” and
“The A rm y T h a t Doesn’t Wear a U n ifo rm ." T he latter was a
patriotic, inspirational assembly program explaining w hy students
needed to finish th eir education before leaving school.
A lth o u g h Miss Johnson’s job and fictio n w ritin g were timeconsuming, she still found tim e to w rite the Whitefish Pilot in v itin g
W hitefish servicemen and women traveling through the New
York area to visit her and her m other. She wrote:
26 Grove Street
New York-14-N.Y
November 20, 1943
Dear Whitefish Pilot:
M y mother and I want to issue a cordial invitation to service men
and women from Whitefish to look us up when they come to New
York. W ill you tell them
?
If the boys and girls can’t remember our address, maybe they can
remember Gregg Shorthand—I work for the Gregg Publishing
Co. and can be reached there.
The honor roll of Whitefish boys and girls is impressive. I’d like to
send particular regards to Billy DeVall. He used to come over to
our house when he was very small because he liked my little rock
ing chair. He usually rocked himself over backward, but that
never kept him from getting right back into it and starting all over
again
In 1943, Gregg management decided to publish a college-level
textbook in secretarial practice. Asked to w rite it. Miss Johnson
agreed. She was given a year o ff from her duties on the Business
Education World, assigned to a walnut-paneled office and to ld w hat
was required. Said Miss Johnson:
“A textbook has to be pretty competitive. It either has to be on a
subject so unusual that there isn’t any competition in the field or
else it has to be better than all the current competition. The job
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sounded like a
^ood idea—at least it was "Oinething new and
different.
"1 began by reading all the competiti\ e books, studying them and
deciding how our book could be better. The book came out as The
Private Secretary y a college text by John Robert Gregg. That w as no
surprise to me; 1knew my name wasn’t going to be on it. Dr. Gregg
was a very old man bv then—too old to be writing his own books.
But if they had his name on them, thev sold like hotcakes.
“Writing the book was
good for me. It improved mv standing
in the company
and I learned self-discipline. W riting a text
book isn’t the most exciting thing in the world, but 1learned a lot.
“I did get some credit in the boolc, but for a verv funnv reason.
Part of the book dealt w ith business-letter writing. O ur editors
were supposed to make all our published w riting come out about
the same way—all sort of on the level and prcttv dull. But when
they got to this part about business letters, they had to give up.
They were able to edit a good deal of the life out of the rest of it
since it was D r. Gregg’s thinking and he was not a funny man.
The part on letter w riting sounded so much like me that thev
couldn’t make it sound like Gregg.”
N am ed Gregg’s advertising manager soon after The Private
Secretary came out, Miss Johnson’s future, by 1944, was unques
tio n a b ly secure. S till, she was grow ing restless, “th in k in g about
getting out in to the wide w o rld where something more exciting
was going o n .” H e r friend, Frances S m ith, had w orked at Gregg
fo r a tim e, had signed on w ith a confession magazine and was then
w ith J. W alter Thom pson in public relations. Said Miss Johnson:
“1kept thinking about getting out. I started watching the ads in
the newspapers. Finally, 1 spotted one in the New York Herald
Tribune that sounded ridiculous. They wanted a managing editor
for a magazine for women. 1thought, ‘This just can’t be—jobs like
that are not advertised in the paper.
’ It sounded phony but I
had nothing to lose. I wrote a rather flip letter applying for the job.
In effect, it said that if you are interested in me you can telephone
me during office hours at the Gregg Publishing Co.
“I told them to be a little diplomatic because I’d be where I could
be overheard. Then I forgot about it.
“Aw hile later I got a phone call from a man who said he was
being diplomatic. I thought, ‘W ho is this? He’s crazy.’ Then it
dawned on me what it was about. The man was the magazine’s
editorial director, W illiam Kofoed. We made an appointment. It
wasn’t a phony ad at all—they really did have an opening.”
T he magazine was The Womans a digest owned by Farrell
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Publishing C orp. Miss Johnson discussed the jo b w ith several o f
the editors and was interviewed by the com pany’s president, Tom
Farrell. Farrell to ld her th a t if she was hired, she w ould have to
stop her outside w riting.
“It d id n 't take me five minutes to consider th a t proposition,”
Miss Johnson said. “ I to ld h im I was sorry b u t th a t I w o u ld n ’t be
able to accept the jo b because I had spent years and years getting
to the p o in t where the Post wanted m y stories.”
Miss Johnson went back to watching newspaper ads, th in k in g
the managing e d ito r’s job was lost. W ith in the week, however,
Farrell Publishing underwent a change in its th in kin g . N o objec
tions w ould be raised to the new managing e d ito r’s co n trib u tin g to
the Fast.
W hen Miss Johnson resigned from the Gregg Publishing
Com pany in 1944 to the jo in The Woman, Clyde Blanchard, the
man who had recruited her nine years earlier, realized the loss.
Later he wrote:
One of my luckiest days was the day I read a prize-winning letter
in a national magazine contest. That letter was written by a
Dorothy Johnson, an employee of a Wisconsin manufacturing
concern
Editors, faced with daily deadlines, mountains of manuscripts
and never-ending conferences with authors and printers, count as
one of their rare blessings a talented, imaginative, yet dedicated
assistant always ready to help.
Dorothy Johnson was that assistant from the day she joined us.
After the first year she was given more and more freedom to
develop her own creative ideas. I attribute much of the success of
the magazine to her editorial ability.
They say that the highest compliment that can be paid a boss is
to point to the success of those under his supervision. If this is true,
and I believe that it is, then I have received the highest compliment
because of the small part I played in giving Dorothy the
opportunity to use her talents to the maximum while with our com
pany.
When Dorothy left us to enter a larger field of writing, our loss
was the public’s gain.
I wonder if she realizes how fortunate she has been. So many
talented persons never realize their potential. They are too con
cerned with security and fringe benefits and fear to go it on their
own. Dorothy never gave this kind of false security a thought. She
is one of the best examples that I know of in following her first love
to a fruition, both financially and in a full life.
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C H A P T E R

E I G H T

Homecoming
O R O T H Y JOHNSON ENTERED A NEW’ W ORLD

w hen she entered New York C ity ’s G raybar B u ild 
ing at 420 Lexington Avenue to begin her jo b w ith
The Woman. It was a w o rld o f considerably more
freedom th a n she had k n o w n at Gregg Publishing, a w o rld in
w h ich those in executive positions did, fo r the most part, as they
pleased. Miss Johnson fo un d this startling.
“A t Gregg, everybody came to w ork at 9 o ’clock and worked
u n til five and there was no fooling about it,” she said. “A t The
Woman, when 1 got in at 9 o ’clock, or even a little before, there was
nobody there b u t the sw itchboard operator and three or four ste
nographers. The editors d id n ’t start d riftin g in u n til about 10
o ’clock.”
Miss Johnson found herself under some suspicion; other staff
members could n o t understand w h y she was always there when
they arrived. Inform ed by a fellow editor th a t it was n o t necessary
to arrive at nine, she trie d —w ith o u t success—to adjust. She had
developed the h a b it o f getting to w o rk on tim e, a h a b it th a t
proved hard to break. Finally, she stopped try in g and w ent back
to arriving at nine.
Miss Johnson enjoyed some o f the jo b ’s advantages, one o f
w hich was having a “ second breakfast” sent in m idw ay th ro u g h
the m orning. It occurred to her, however, th a t office hours at The
Woman were n o t especially conducive to accom plishment, partic
ularly since the m iddle o f the day often was taken up by lengthy
press luncheons.
Miss Johnson did n o t approve o f the la xity she found at The
Woman, b u t decided th a t as a newcomer it was n o t her place to try
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to change traditions.
A m o n g the first tasks Miss Johnson assumed was styling
manuscripts, something rarely done at the magazine.
“ N o b od y bothered to im prove the p un ctu atio n or check the
spelling or do any rew riting on manuscripts th a t really needed it, ”
she said. “T his is w hat I had been doing at Gregg. Some o f the staff
members th ou g ht it was unnecessary and probably even silly, b u t
they d id n ’t say m uch about it.”
As a digest. The Woman gleaned about h a lf its contents from
other magazines. W hen Woman editors decided they wanted an
article, a secretary was instructed to call the magazine in w hich it
appeared, relay a predetermined offer and make the prelim inary
legal arrangements to perm it a condensed version to be reprinted.
W orking on the staff o f The Woman had a certain glamor. In the
six years Miss Johnson was to spend there, she learned that consid
erable business is done over lunch tables on expense accounts. As
she put it, “I hadn’t know n how much freeloading could be done in
New York u n til I got in to that jo b .” She explained:
“If you were conscientious, you were under tension all day at the
office. If somebody had the bright idea he wanted to talk to you
about promoting one o f his products in a perfectly legitimate way,
the best way to do it was to invite you to lunch.
“Maybe you took more than an hour for lunch but you got a lot
of talking done and you could make decisions then. This was fine.
I started eating lunch in places I’d never been in before. A n d then
there were big press parties. Sometimes they would be elegant
luncheons where the public-relations people for a product put on
a show and gave free samples. You could decide later whether you
had any use for the information in your magazine.
“A lot of business was done this way, too. And, of course, there
were cocktail parties. Pretty soon, things got so congested that one
PR man got the idea of having press breakfasts. I don't know
whether it’s gone any further than that—I don't know where else»
it could go. Practically nobody ever set up a press dinner because
almost everybody wanted to go home at night and most of them
lived in the suburbs.
“The press breakfasts started at 10 o’clock in the morning and
they were pretty good. And, of course, if you didn’t go to work
until 10 o’clock, you just didn’t stop in at the office at all. You went
to the press breakfast. That would last at least until 11:30. Then
you might drop in to look at the mail. Then it would be time for
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lunch. I’m sure it wasn’t this way on all magazines, but, a^ editors,
we did have quite a lot o f freedom, which I enjoyed. But there was
altogether too much liberty at the Farrell Publishing Corporation
and 1 never did reallv appro\ c of it.”
Beneath the glamour, however, was m uch hard w ork. As her
career at The Woman developed, Miss Johnson found herself in an
exacting job calling for astute planning and extensive reading and
editing o f manuscripts. T he initials “D .M .J.” became fam iliar to
m any writers and would-be wTiters on accepted and rejected
articles.
W ith almost 15 published short stories and a dozen articles to
her credit, D o ro th y Johnson m ig h t well have decided to slow her
pace and enjoy the security and relativ e lu xu ry at The Woman. If
the te m pta tio n ever occurred to her, she overcame it. H er short
story “Letter from Bessie” had appeared in the M a rch 25, TM4,
e d itio n o f The Saturday Evening Post. O n July 1, the Post ran “H om e
C o m in g .” N e xt came “T h e Snow Is on the Grass A g a in ,”
published O ctober 14. (The same story was reprinted nine m onths
later in Australian Women’s Weekly.)
By M a rc h 1945, Miss Johnson’s form er employer. Business
Education World, had carried tw o more o f her articles—“Ten
C om m andm ents for Practical P un ctu atio n ” and “H o w M a n y Jobs
A re There?” F ollow ing “T h e G ay Desperado” in the M a rch 17 Post
came—in the same magazine—“ W id o w ’s W alk” (August 18) and
“ W ild K itte n ” (November 2). Two articles—“T h e Dead Language
T h a t W on’t Lie D o w n ” and “ T he Feud o f the Fur-Bearing
Fish” —appeared in The Woman th a t year.
V -E D ay fo un d Miss Johnson and several fellow editors and
friends high above F ifth Avenue w atching the victo ry parade.
“It was trem endously m o vin g ,” she said. “There was no great
am ount o f glee, o n ly great satisfaction.”
A few m onths later. Miss Johnson again was among thousands
o f New Yorkers w ho joyously hurled tons o f confetti fro m the
c ity ’s skyscrapers follow ing the surrender o f Japan. T he end o f the
war bro ug h t the end o f the A ir W arden Service, w h ich Miss
Johnson had fa ith fu lly served since just after Pearl H a rb o r. (She
rose from squad leader to deputy sector commander.) T h e w ar’s
end also brought the fifty-first and final issue o f The Neighborhood
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\x 'u ,s. In w'hat she called the “G ood-by E d itio n ” o f The News,
E dito r Johnson wrote:
O ur job of getting your neighborhood gossip to you is finished
with this issue, after more than three years of publication.
Reasons: So many addresses have changed that the mailing list
has become positively puny, and we just don’t get enough news to
keep on anyway. This is all to the good—it means that most of our
Village boys are home or coming home, where they can get the
news fresh off the griddle where it happens. Maybe we should
have signed off while we were still more or less in demand, instead
of fading out this way, but this ending is in line with almost
everything else your neighborhood A ir Wardens did. None of it
was very dramatic; we just plugged along until we weren’t
necessary any more. We’re glad we did it. Somebody had to.
By autum n 1946, although her production o f short stories had
decreased, D o ro th y Johnson’s by-line had begun to appear in a
wider variety o f publications. The late Joseph Kinsey H ow ard, a
widely kn ow n M o n ta n a historian, author and newspaperman,
used her story “The F ru it Tramps” (from Frontier) in his anthology
Montana Margins. Seventeen magazine published “Greenwich
Village Block Party” in September. For The Woman Miss Johnson
wrote articles entitled “Emergency U n lim ite d : The Story o f
Express” and “S horthand T h ro ug h the Ages.” ^
Miss Johnson w rote o n ly one short story in 1947, “ Fam ily
Legend,” w hich appeared in the January Seventeen. For The Woman
she wrote “Study Folk-Songs and Like ’em” (January) and “The
Case o f Frank Sinatra” (December). A n o th e r article, “Wanted:
O ne Typist,” appeared in the O ctober issue o f Business Education
World.
Perhaps the most significant project in 1947 was the start o f a
second novel. Tentatively entitled The Prisoner at Skull Creek, it
was to be a story o f goldrush days on the frontier. A decade later,
reduced from its original 65,000 words to a 39,000-word novelette
called The Hanging Tree, it w ould provide the backbone o f its
a u th o r’s th ird book and, tw o years later, her first movie.
’The editor-in-chief of The Woman did not think it would look well to readers
to have the magazine’s managing editor writing articles. Therefore, Miss
Johnson frequently wrote under pseudonyms, two of which were Libby Root
and Helena Kuo.
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A neighbor and friend o f Miss Johnson’s, C a th a rin e B urnham ,
was to plav a key role in the dev elopm ent o f The Hdn^^ing Tree.
Miss B urnham , w ho became a clinical psychologist, met D o ro th y
Johnson th ro u g h a friend named M a ry Hale. Miss B urnham and
Miss H ale shared an apartm ent u n til the latter left New ^ b rk and
returned to C a lifo rn ia . T h e apartm ent was in G reenw ich V illage’s
G rove C o u rt, almost under the back w indow s o f the 2 G rove
Street apartm ent Miss Johnson shared w ith her m other. Miss
B u rn h a m ’s recollections offer insight in to Miss Johnson’s later
years in N ew Y ork C ity ;
“We’d get together to cook meals—this mostly when Mrs. Alger
was away during the summer—or sew for an evening, or see a
movie or a Broadway show. Dorothy and her mother didn’t
entertain very much and the cocktail-party life was never part of
their picture at all. Mrs. Alger was involved somewhat with
church activities but was quite dependent on D orothy’s compan
ionship. She had to lim it her activities somewhat for health
reasons. I remember Mrs. Alger as a strong-minded lady, small in
stature, white-haired and very pretty.
“ She was D orothy’s number-one fan and an avid scrapbook
keeper. You could see that D orothy must have been somewhat
isolated by unconsciously made parental demands (an only child
has a lot of responsibility) and yet encouraged to be a law unto
herself in many ways all of her life. They lived in a three-room
apartment and D orothy did her writing mostly in the bedroom.
Actually, it was in whichever room her mother wasn’t in at the
time. They were very experienced in living together. The only
outright complaint I recall D orothy making was about interrup
tions: ‘She thinks if she just whispers or speaks softly it doesn’t
really count. But if I’m miles away in the middle of a big gunfight I
sometimes feel as if I’d been shot. Dulcet tones don’t help it a bit. I
have an awful time getting back there where I was.’ ”
C om paring 1948, when the Post published her stories “ Beyond
the F ro n tie r” and “D iffic u lt C o u rtsh ip ,” w ith the w o rk she had
done previously, one m ig h t conclude th a t D o ro th y Johnson had
suddenly decided to w rite about the fro n tie r West. T h a t
conclusion, erroneous, seems even more plausible when her tw o
1948 stories are compared w ith those she w rote in the seven years
after 1941, most o f w hich were contem porary and several o f w h ich
were set in N ew York. Miss Johnson began w ritin g about the ff on-
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tier West in college w ith stories such as “ A n d O ne Came Back”
and “ Happy V alley.” H er interest in the West and those w ho
settled it had been aroused when she was a child; it was an interest
th a t grew more intense w ith the years. The fro ntie r West had
always seemed to her to be the natural place about w hich to write.
“To w rite about the West wasn’t just some decision I sat dow n
and made,” Miss Johnson said. “It was just w hat I happened to
want to know about. A n y tim e I w rite anything th a t isn’t the West
o f the 19th century I’m sort o f o ff m y track.”
So 1948 marked Miss Johnson’s return to the subject m atter
and historical period she preferred. A lth o u g h she continued to
w rite contem porary stories and articles, most o f her fiction began
dealing w ith the old West. In 1949, Cosmopolitan published “T he
M a n W h o Shot Liberty Valance.” T hen, a contem porary story,
“ H o ld T h a t B u ll,” appeared in Argosy under the by-line L.R.
Gustafson. She ended 1949 w ith tw o articles in Steelways
magazine—“T he Obstreperous Factory” and “M a rk Nance:
M aker o f BeeP—and another short story, “First D ate,” published
in the December Collier s.
W h a t "might have been Miss Johnson’s greatest challenge in
1949 never came to fru itio n . H er agent asked if she was interested
in ghost w ritin g actress M a ry Bickford’s autobiography. He to ld
her Miss Pickford had considered several writers she knew in
H o llyw oo d and had discussed them w ith him . He said he was
afraid they w ould be inconsiderate o f Miss Bickford’s feelings and
th a t he wanted Miss Johnson because she was gentle. Miss
Johnson told what happened:
“Nobody had ever told me 1 was gentle before, but 1 think my
agent was right about the Hollywood writers. Mary Bickford was
sensitive because she had had a terribly exciting and tragic life.
“Anyway, the prospect thrilled me. M y agent took us to lunch
at a place where 1 remember the main course of fish was four
dollars. O f course 1 had rushed out the day before and bought a
new dress and coat because 1wasn’t accustomed to having lunch
with Mary Bickford or having lunch at a restaurant like that
either. During lunch, they got to talking about how much rent
they paid. M y agent paid $300 a month. Mary Bickford had sublet
a duplex on Park Avenue and my agent asked her outright how
much she paid. She told him outright $1,500 a month. He said,
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‘O h, very reasonable.' A nd out of three there was one who d idn’t
say a word about how much rent she paid.
“ Later 1went over to this 51,500 apartment and got mvselt past
the doorman and past the elevator man and past another man
whom I never did figure out. Up at Miss Pickford’s door 1came to
the butler. I handed him mv coat because the onlv other butler 1
had ever met in mv life had done nothing but vearn to put my
coat somewhere. 1 don't know what Miss Pickford’s butler did
because he looked as though he had never had a coat in his
hands before in his life. He put it down on the back ot a chair and
when 1 came out it was still on the back of the chair.
“1 met Miss Pickford’s husband—he was an orchestra leader
(Buddy Rodgers)—and her adopted little girl, who was running
around playing cowboys on the terrace. We talked about what
might be in this book. By that time I had done quite a lot of
homework at the public library. She was having a man install a
tape recorder into which she could talk. Wb kind of got things
squared around and then 1 left.
“1 never heard anything more from her. 1 was too tim id to be
lighting a fire under anybody as famous as Mary Pickford.
Somebody else ghost wrote the autobiography
The woman
who did it had written a lot of books very well and I th in k it must
have been Miss Pickford’s distaste for digging up skeletons that
made the book pretty dull. O f course I read it with great interest
but the things I wanted to tell—that I am sure the woman who
finally wrote it would have wanted to tell—she didn’t want to
discuss. Some things she had told me, herself, very frankly, she
didn’t want in the book. M y agent had said I was gentle and
wouldn’t scare her. Obviously I was too gentle. I couldn’t scare her
into doing anything.”
T he year 1950 was a banner year in w h ich The Woman s 44'yearold executive editor (she had been prom oted) seemingly could n o t
miss. C ollier’s carried “ A M a n C alled Horse” in January. T h e same
m o n th , Cosmopolitan published “Prairie K id .” In M a y The Woman
published “R ancher’s W ife” under the pseudonym L ib b y Root.
“War S h irt” appeared in Collier’s in July, w hile “ Scars o f H o n o r”
was published by Argosy in O ctober. “ Sensible M arriage” appeared
in The Saturday Evening Post in N ovem ber, w hile “Flame on the
F ro n tier” was included in the December Argosy.
Long before 1950, D o ro th y Johnson had come to dislike New
Y ork and had begun looking fo r a jo b th a t w ould allow her to
leave.
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“People there had such bad manners,” she said. “I th o u g h t for
the first few years th e y’d change or I’d get used to them . B ut by
1950 I knew neither o f these things was going to happen. N ew
Yorkers just d id n ’t act like the kin d o f hum an beings I was raised
among in M ontana. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to stand it
m uch longer.”
W ith those thoughts, it ’s little wonder th a t by late 1950 Miss
Johnson and her m other no longer were residents o f N ew York.
T hey had abandoned the East to return to W hitefish and a log
house at 836 C olum bia Avenue. The idea grew o ut o f a M o n ta n a
vacation trip the tw o took in the summer o f 1950—a trip during
w hich they visited W hitefish. In an article for Ford Times, Miss
Johnson described the welcome they received on the trip:

p

Miss Johnson and her mother lived in this log house from 1950 to 1952.
Miss Johnson was news editor of the Pilot at the time. (Photo by the
author)
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Beth and Leonard M oore, w ho got engaged w hen thev were
members o f M o m ’s Sunday School class, were w a itin g at the a ir
p o rt w ith R alph Stacev. We were intro du ce d to C .I. M o u lto n , the
m avor; Rav Steiner, secretary o f the cham ber o f commerce, and
Les Scott, president o f R otary. We shook hands, pretty bewildered
because we were h a lf deaf from the plane trip and star\ed for
breakfast.
T h e n we like to died o f joy at being so m uch h on o re d —w hy,
those m en had left th e ir regular w o rk on purpose to drive nine
miles and welcome us home! A n d they were so tactful about it
th a t they d id n ’t even tell us w hat they were there tor because it
m ig h t embarrass us. T h a t’s W hitefish people for you. T he y make
you happy w ith o u t m aking a fuss. T he y let you relax.

F rom the tim e “ Bonnie George C am pbell” had appeared in the
Post, W hitefish had been conscious o f D o ro th y Johnson as a
distinguished form er citizen. Each tim e she had published another
story the event had been hailed in The Whitefish Pilot. It is no
surprise, then, th a t follow ing the airport welcome. Miss Johnson
was made a life member o f the cham ber o f commerce and an
h o n o ra ry police chief. She also was perm itted to ride to a fire on a
fire tru ck, a m em ory she considered one o f the high points o f her
career. W hitefish w ent all out to h o n o r her and she discovered the
to w n was just as exhilarating a place in w hich to live as it had been
w hen she was a school girl:
“ We came o u t here and 1 saw how people lived. T hey w o rk h ard
b u t they have different kinds o f pressures. For one th in g , they
d o n ’t have to ride long distances to get to w o rk
Just getting
from one place to another in New Y ork is tim e consum ing and it
wears you dow n. To me, the way people in W hitefish lived looked
like heaven.”

W h ile M rs. A lger w ent to O regon to visit her sister, Miss
Johnson went to V irg in ia C ity and Yellowstone Park, places she
had never seen. T h e n she flew back to N ew York, using her flying
tim e to w rite some notes fo r a short story.
T h e idea for the story came fro m a book about outlaws and
hangings she had read in V irg in ia C ity . Soon after a rriving in
N ew Y ork she wrote “ Last Boast,” published by Cosmopolitan in
January 1951.
W h ile w ritin g “ Last Boast,” Miss Johnson’s thoughts continued
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to re turn tn M ontana. Finally, she made a decision. She wrote to
her m other in O regon, to ld her she th o u g h t M o n ta n a was a
w onderful place and asked how she w ould feel about returning
there. M rs. Alger replied q u ickly—she th ou g ht it was a fine idea.
Soon after hearing from her m other. Miss Johnson resigned
from The Woman. T he Labor Day weekend found her in
W hitefish again, this tim e to buy a house.
“ I had 40 hours there because I had to get back to w o rk on tim e,”
she said. “In th a t time I bought a house and a second-hand
O ldsm obile.”
Miss Johnson flew back to New York and’ was joined by her
m other. They remained u n til the latter part o f O ctober, then, for
the last time, headed for the West and their new home. They
arrived in W hitefish on Halloween day, 1950, a day th a t marked
the end o f 15 years as an easterner for Miss Johnson.
“Q u ittin g a jo b and coming back here just because we wanted to
was a w ild th in g to d o ,” she said. “Nevertheless, it was the most
b rillia n t idea 1 ever had. Fm so glad 1 did it.”
Excerpts from Miss Johnson’s Ford Times article indicated her
happiness about being back in W hitefish:
This is a love story. The main characters in it are me and my
home town. We have been carrying on a long-distance affair for
twenty years
O f course, Whitefish isn’t quite Paradise. I’m trying not to be
prejudiced. It’s a nuisance keeping deer off the golf course, Roy
A rnold admitted last summer. Some villain shocked the town by
shooting a doe on the fourth green, but Archie Emerson adopted
her fawn, and everybody’s glad it has a good home.
It’s inconvenient, too, to have moose amble down the main
drag; a moose is bigger than a horse and nobody’s pet. Three of
them invaded the town last winter, and the game warden had to
shoot one over by the old Lakeside School. Last June when 1was
in the C ity Hall talking to George Good, the police chief. Brad
Seeley came in, looking embarrassed, and said he was sorry but
there was a moose at his lake resort. The reason he was embar
rassed was that this was his second loose moose. Anybody is en
titled to report one, but he felt he was getting into the habit
A lth o u g h her first tw o years back in W hitefish occasionally would
cause Miss Johnson to question her judgm ent, the decision, if for
no other reason than what was happening at The Womany was the
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rig h t one:
“TKe WoTTian was going from bad to worse. Before I left, the
management already was getting the idea of selling its soul tor the
sake of sweet publicity Because of this, we had Anna Roosev elt
on our masthead as editor tor awhile. A nna Roosevelt had a
program on the radio and the idea was that she would promote
our magazine and we would promote her radio program. This is
very bad, indeed, and it didn’t do us a bit of good. But the
Roosevelt name was good in those days.
“When the management started this, they were hoping to get
her mother, Eleanor, involved in it too. But somehow she stayed
out—she had her own radio program. So we had to make do with
A nna
She had some family photographs and she wrote
some long articles about life with her' father. W^e had to be
extremely careful in editing them for fear we might offend her. \Xb
couldn’t publish them the way they were because they were infer
nally dull. The experiences that woman had had would have made
such good stuff if she could have realized what people wanted to
know about and if she could have put it down on paper
“ A fter I left they sold their souls to Kate Smith. This was really a
bad situation, and 1 was awfully glad to be out of it. Somebody
who was still there told me in a letter that Kate Smith got the idea
she was really going to run the magazine. A nna Roosevelt had
never tried to do that. But Kate Smith was going to decide what
went in it. She had a manager who was well known as the most
dreadful man to get along with. Nobody could get along with him.
In fact, the vice president o f our company used to speak of him as
‘that bastard’ and you always knew who he meant. I got out of
there just in time
R eturning to W hitefish had, indeed, brought some favorable
changes in Miss Johnson’s life, including elim ination o f tw o chronic
ailments—sinusitis and colitis—th a t had been aggravated by the
pressures o f city life. Still, there was trouble ahead.
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Miss Johnson and friend enjoy a picnic lunch. (Photo by C yrik Van Duser)
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C H A P T E R

N I N E

Whitefish Revisited
HE I D E A OE A SUCCESSFLL HCTION WTUTER
and New Y ork magazine editor w o rkin g on his
weekly newspaper apparently had n o t occurred to
Publisher G u rn ie Moss o f The W hitefish Pilot in
northw estern M o n ta n a . He remembers th a t when D o ro th y
Johnson suggested it to h im durin g her visit in the summer o f
1950, he “ th o u g h t she was joshing.”
A fte r Miss Johnson had returned to N ew York, Moss began to
suspect th a t she was serious about re tu rn in g to W hitefish.
“I really wasn’t too surprised to see her,” he said. “ She had to ld
me d u rin g the summer th a t she had lost all her a m b itio n and in 
spiration and th a t she d id n ’t see how she could accomplish m uch
more in N e w 'Y o rk .”
W hitefish proved good for Miss Johnson and Miss Johnson
proved good for the Pibt. O fficially she was the news editor,
a lth o u g h her p rim a ry responsibilities were re p o rtin g and
photography. In time, she took over the society desk. She also
began w riting editorials and finding other ways to help. O ne week
when Moss was gone, she sold several advertisements. She
discovered th a t m any potential advertisers never had been
approached and were pleased to be asked.
“T h a t week we had a lo t o f ads b u t we d id n ’t have any news to
speak of,” she said. “You can’t do two things at once.”
Moss was gone the follow ing week and Miss Johnson again
decided to try selling ads. She m entioned her intentions to another
staff member and was told, in effect, “It’s no use, they all advertised
last week.” From then on, she confined herself to news-gathering.
Miss Johnson’s salary at the Pilot was a fraction o f w hat it had
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been at The Wcmian. From a financial standpoint, the success o f her
re turn to W hitefish depended on her a b ility to sell fictio n to maga
zines. However, the year 1951 gave indications th a t the ability was
waning. Her o nly sales were “Last Boast,” published in Cosmopolitan
in January, and “W arrior’s Exile,” in the September Argosy.
“It was a frig h tfu l th in g to have to w o rry about,” she said. “I
d id n ’t have anywhere near the income th a t I had counted on to
support m y m other and me.”
Miss Johnson faced another problem when she discovered th a t
her agent was selling her older stories w ith o u t telling her and
w ith o u t paying her. She began receiving fan m ail concerning a
story whose title she had never heard of. O ne letter m entioned the
magazine in w hich the story had appeared; it was a grocer’s
magazine she had n o t sold to previously. W riting to the editor, she
received a cautious reply explaining when the story had been
purchased and the price—$400. Miss Johnson wrote her agent
im m ediately and demanded an explanation:
“I really laid it on the line because by that time I could prove
that he had sold a story and hadn’t told me about it.
“Later, after I got the money from him with an apology that just
didn’t hold water at all, 1wrote and told him we weren’t going to
do any more business. He phoned from New York and put in a
great plea about how this was just a dreadful mistake that had
occurred in his office. I still didn’t do any more business with him.”^
Miss Johnson had n ot been at the Pilot more than a few weeks
when she began a weekly colum n called “Here We Lie.”
“It involved the m ythical return to Big M o u n ta in o f the
m ythical Paul B unyan,” she explained. “T h a t was good, clean fun
u n til one day somebody asked w hy I wrote all th a t nonsense. So I
stopped lying—except occasionally about m y cat, Lucy—and
’Soon after this misfortune, Miss Johnson acquired her present agent—thfe
New York firm of McIntosh &. Otis—by writing to the Authors’ League for
recommendations. Miss Johnson’s troubles with her former agent still were
not over. Several years later she came across an anthology containing one of
her stories. The agent was connected with this, too. Later, Miss Johnson
learned that the same agent was selling reprint rights to her stories to British
publishers without paying her. Again she wrote the man an angry letter
asking for reimbursement. Finally he sent the money but at a reduced rate of
exchange.
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changed the title .”
T h e colum n, changed to “T h is Is K o L ie ,” was a p o tp o u rri o f
com m ent o n everything fro m chuckholes to ice harvests, storm
sewers to baseball.
T h o u g h disappointed at her slump in fic tio n sales. Miss Johnson
continued to w rite in her spare tim e. T he rem ainder o f her o u tp u t
in 1951 included seven features in the Great Falls Tribune's M on
tana Parade and an article for the American Ski Annual and Skiing
Journal entitled “T h e M ightv' A x e o f T o n i M a tt.” Those sales,
w hile p ro v id in g some encouragement, were n o t enough to offset
the disheartening arrivals o f rejection slips from fic tio n editors.
Miss Johnson w ould remember the early 1950s as “grim years.”
Foresight and perseverance seem to have had m uch to do w ith
her comeback in 1952. Before leaving K ew York, she had visited
several editors to learn w hat M o n ta n a subjects w ould interest
them fo r articles. T he Steeluays editor to ld her his magazine rarely
got so m uch as a postcard from west o f the Mississippi and th a t he
w o u ld be happy to hear fro m her. As a result, she sold “ H u n g ry
Horse Eats Steel” and “ U ncle Sam’s S now m en” to the magazine.
B oth were published in January. T he form er concerned the
construction o f H u n g ry Horse D am w hile the la tter—w ritte n
under the pseudonym M iria m Z w erin—to ld o f snow-removal
operations in G lacier N a tio n a l Park.
T he m an w ho to o k Miss Johnson to G lacier to watch giant
plows also was in the weekly newspaper business. H is name was
M e lv in Ruder and he published The Hungry Horse News, a paper
in nearby C o lu m b ia Falls he had started in 1946 on the advice o f
Miss Johnson’s employer. Ruder and Miss Johnson had met and
become friends soon after her re tu rn fro m N ew York. N e ith e r
knew then th a t a rampaging river. R uder’s talent and energy and
Miss Johnson’s letter-w riting a b ility w ould com bine 13 years later
to b rin g a Pulitzer Prize to The Hungry Horse News and its
publisher.
A m o ng other articles Miss Johnson sold in 1952 were “T he
W onderful IP to The Writer and “H u ngry Horse D am in M o n ta n a ”
to the Great Northern Goat. A n additional 40 features in Montana
Parade—w ritte n “strictly from hunger”—brought about $10 apiece.
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A n unidentified ski patrolman helps Miss Johnson down Hell Roaring
Ridge on Big Mountain following some research for an article. Through
out the descent, the manager of the area—ever conscious of public rela
tions—kept skiers informed by loudspeaker that the woman strapped to
the toboggan was a writer, not a casualty.
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Miss Johnson in the early 1950s.
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Miss Johnson’s first short story in seven m onths appeared in the
A p r il 4, 1952, Collier s. E ntitle d “Journey to the F o rt,” it repre
sented, in her words, a “crack in the dam .” T he crack widened
during a trip to Glacier N a tio n a l Park; returning to the Lake
M c D o n a ld H otel after a hike. Miss Johnson found a telegram
from her m other saying Collier s had bought another story, “The
U nbeliever.” She later described her feelings:
“ Was that ever great news. It took a terrible burden o ff me. I
would never have dared moved to W hitefish if I hadn't
assumed that I would be selling several stories a year. The
strange thing was that T h e Unbeliever’ had drifted around
ever since we moved to W hitefish. It was a darn good story
and I couldn't understand why nobody would buy it. One time
Atlantic even lost the manuscript. I retyped it and sent another
copy to my agent. The Atlantic didn’t buy it. It had been to
Collier’s four times. They were changing fiction editors so fast
nobody knew what was going on. Finally they got one who
thought it was a good story.
“I could have used that money quite awhile before that. They
did want some changes on the story. They offered several sugges
tions, all of which I was perfectly willing to take. By that time I was
so discouraged that out of a kind of superstition I had invented, I
hadn’t made a carbon of the manuscript. I was just desperate.
There had been no reason for not making a carbon except that I
thought maybe if I changed my system my luck would be better.
So here was this embarrassing situation in which I couldn't tell
what paragraph 4 on page 3 was. This, of course, made me look like
the rankest amateur. When they learned this, they wouldn’t even
trust me w ith the manuscript they had. They had photocopies
made o f the necessary pages, assuming I would lose it if I got my
hands on it.”
“T he U nbeliever,” the story o f a fading A rm y scout w ho tempts
fate once too often, appeared in the August 16,1952, Collier’s. The
same m o n th . Better Living published “ Laugh in the Face o f
D anger.” C ollier’s then published “The Deer H u n te r” in
September and “Gallagher’s W ife” in November.
Miss Johnson had displayed an aptitude for editorials, and by
the latter part o f 1952 was w ritin g them regularly for the Pilot. Her
long-standing interest in books and libraries was evident in tw o
December editorials. A n anonymous W hitefish man had offered
the city $2,500 cash tow ard construction o f a public library
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b uild in g. H is stipulations were th a t the m oney be used for
b u ild in g purposes o n lv and th a t the city council accept or reject
his offer before the end o f 1952. Wdien Miss Johnson learned o f the
offer—and th a t conservative elements o f the citv a d m in istra tio n
were reluctant to co m m it the c ity —she w ent to w ork. H er first
editorial was “ C hristm as G ift fo r O u r T o w n ” :
A man who wishes to remain anonymous has offered W hitefish
a splendid gift—$2,500 cash on the barrelhead toward the
construction of a public library building. It must be used for
building purposes only, and the city council must accept or reject
it before the end of 1952.
Two committees of the council were assigned bv the Mayor to
study the offer. Decision will be made at a special council meeting
Monday, Dec. 29.
That we need larger quarters for our cramped library there is no
doubt. It has no place to stretch. Books take up space, and so do
the hundreds o f people who come in to borrow them.
The Whitefish man who is offering us this gift realizes, of course,
that it w on’t pay the whole cost of a library building. But it is
$2,500 more than we had before. It will get us off to a fine,
encouraging start.
For many years our public library received scant support, if any,
from taxes. It was carried along through the years by the patient
and devoted work of the Whitefish Women’s Club.
Civic and service organizations will, we think, be interested in
raising more money toward a library building fund. It seems
unlikely that the city fathers w ill refuse so splendid a gift. They
may worry about the possibility of increasing taxes slightly to help
pay for a building.
The opinions of taxpayers and of local organizations w ill prob
ably interest members of the council when they meet December
29 to decide whether to accept the gift or not. It would be a good
idea for a lot of people to attend that council meeting and express
their opinions.
T he follow ing week she follow ed w ith “ W h o C a n We Blame?” :
Whose fault w ill it be if Whitefish doesn’t get a public library
building? Yours, maybe, if you don’t say you want one.
Next Monday night the city council is going to decide whether
to accept or reject a gift of $2,500 toward a library building fund.
Some councilmen may be doubtful or lukewarm.
It’s your city council. The six men in it represent you in
conducting local government, levying taxes, doing what you want
done in the public interest. How w ill they know you want a
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library building unless you say so?
Whitefish has progressed a long way since the first axe rang out
in the forest that has been replaced by a town. Every bit o f pro
gress was costly in effort or money or both. Nothing we have here
was free except the scenery and climate.
A public library building won’t be free, either—but $2,500 of it
will be unless the city council turns down the gift. They might do
it unless the people who want one say so.
The council will meet at 7 p.m., Monday, December 29.
Council meetings are public. Every Whitefish organization
should be represented there even if it ’s snowing. A nd every
individual who favors a library building should tell his aldermen
about it
T he city council unanim ously accepted the gift. In subsequent
editorials. Miss Johnson outlined the w o rk ahead in form ing a
library committee. She urged citizens to participate, then followed
her ow n advice by accepting, on February 3, 1953, the job o f
recording secretary for the W hitefish L ib ra ry Association.
A m onth later. Miss Johnson received a letter from Ken Byerly, pres
ident o f the M ontana Press Association, concerning an opening for
a secretary-manager. W .L. “D in ” A lco rn , a form er W yoming
publisher w ho had held the position for seven years, was leaving for
Seaside, C alifornia, to become co-owner o f a weekly.
Miss Johnson, w ho had scarcely heard o f the association, had
been recommended by President C arl M cFarland o f the U niversity
o f M ontana. McFarland, Miss Johnson thinks, remembered her
from a 1952 banquet on the university campus at which Phi C h i
Theta, a professional business sorority, had named her M o n ta n a ’s
outstanding professional wom an o f the year. A s guest speaker, she
had to ld m any anecdotes. M cFarland remembered the speech
and, kn ow in g something o f her background, suggested her to
Byerly.
W hen Miss Johnson expressed interest in the job, Byerly,
publisher o f the Lewistown D aily NewSy drove to W h ite fi^ to
discuss it w ith her. He to ld her that, as secretary-manager, she
w ould need a supplementary job, since the association could
afford only a modest salary. He explained th a t A lc o rn had been
teaching some courses in the U n ive rsity’s School o f Journalism
(where the M P A had its office) and* th a t perhaps President
M cFarland eventually could offer her a similar arrangement. In
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the m eantim e, Byerly said, the L n i\ ersitv probably could fin d her
part-tim e w ork. She w ould have to take a chance on w hen the
w o rk w o u ld be a\ ailable and how m uch it w ould pay.
Miss Johnson gave B yerly’s proposal considerable th o u g h t. She
drove to M issoula to ta lk w ith President M cF arland. Finallv, she
decided th a t despite the risk, the position held m ore promise and
challenge th a n d id her jo b w ith the Pilot.
G u rn ie Moss was unhappy at losing his news editor. N ever
theless, he to ld Miss Johnson he th o u g h t the new post was a fine
o p p o rtu n ity and encouraged her to take it.
Miss Johnson, w ritin g her fin al “T h is Is N o L ie ” colum n for the
M a rc h 27, 1953, Pilot, said farewell to the place she always w ould
regard as her hom e tow n:
Good-by folks, it ’s been nice knowing you and it still is. The day
this Pilot comes out, I’ll be on the streamliner headed for a quick
business trip to New York, and right after coming back on Easter
I’ll start to work in a new job in Missoula.
M om w ill move down, w ith Lucy the cat and the furniture,
when I find living quarters. One hopeful real estate agent down
there said he had a mighty nice house for sale at $90,000. The gray
coat I was wearing, half price at Woodward’s, must have looked as
if it had a solid gold lining. As far as we are concerned, he w ill have
his $90,000 house for a long time. We w ill look for accommoda
tions more in keeping w ith our station in life. Like an unoccupied
two-car garage
M om and I don’t like to leave Whitefish; it is our favorite town.
But the new job is a challenge, and Missoula is a nice place, too.
The job is secretary-manager of the M ontana State Press
Association, to which the newspaper publishers of the state
belong. It’s something like a chamber of commerce, you might
say. The office is in the Journalism Building on the University
campus, w ith elegant parking space out front.
Miss Johnson had been having eye trouble. T h e trip to New
Y ork was to see the oculist w h o had treated her durin g her years
w ith The Woman. She was unaware th a t good news awaited her:
“Jack Schaefer, the author of Shane, and I had been correspond
ing once in awhile, w riting mutual fan letters. Jack was living in
Connecticut and happened to be in New York talking to Ian
Ballantine, who had just organized Ballantine Books. Jack had
told him about me and had suggested that Ballantine come out
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w ith a collection of my westerns. We went up to Schaefer’s place
for dinner—the Ballantines, Jack, my agent and I—and Ian
Ballantine somehow had got hold just that day of practically
everything I’d ever published.
“He had sent somebody to a shop where they specialized in old
magazines. It was all so miraculous that I never was sure just how
he did it. We didn’t get back to New York until almost midnight.
This was great stuff for the country kid. I was thrilled at meeting
the great Jack Schaefer and also a publisher who was so pleasant.”
Miss Johnson, w ho was staying w ith C atharine B urnham , went
shopping the next day. Late in the afternoon she returned to Miss
B urnh a m ’s apartm ent to fin d the telephone ringing. It was her
agent, Elizabeth O tis, w ho had been having a secretary call the
apartm ent every 20 minutes since noon. Ian Ballantine had stayed
up all n ig ht reading Miss Johnson’s stories and was offering a
contract w ith a $5,000 advance.
“ I just co u ld n ’t believe it!” Miss Johnson said. “I to ld m y agent I
d id n ’t believe it and she said, ‘Well, it ’s true and you better get
dow n here quick.’ I went to her office th a t day and signed the
contract. I almost died.”
Miss Johnson returned to W hitefish and stayed long enough to
repack her suitcases. By m id -A p ril, she was in Missoula to begin
w ork w ith the press association. H er m other remained in
W hitefish to pack their belongings and sell the log house at 836
C olum bia Avenue.

Near the Continental
Divide, Miss Johnson
bestrides the headwaters of
the Missouri River.
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C H A P T E R

TEN

Aunt Dorothy
K C E HE HAD READ .\X D SELECTED THE STORIES,
Ian B allantine wasted little tim e in getting D o ro th y
Johnson’s second book in p rin t. Indian Countr\\
dedicated to

Professor H a ro ld

G.

M e rria m ,

appeared in July 1953.^ Included was the fo llo w in g forew ord by
Jack Schaefer, a uth o r o f Shane:
D orothy Johnson went home to Whitefish, Montana, in the
truest meaning of that old worn phrase. She had been away and
she had come back and because she had been away, she came
back w ith a better understanding of the region and the people she
had known before. She began writing stories again and they were
stories that only D orothy Johnson could write.
During the last four or five years these later stories have been
appearing in national magazines. They are not the usual popular
magazine stories, not slickly published and fitted to the usual
romantic formulae. They are stories of straight-forward personal
distinction. They have the strength and honesty o f the high
plains and mountains of Montana.
The eleven stories presented here are stories of bitterness and
bloodshed, of courage and endurance, of sorrow and trium ph—
^Later published in paperback, Indian Country's 11 stories include “Flame on
the Frontier,” “The Unbeliever,” “Prairie Kid,” “Warrior’s Exile,” “Journey to
the Fort,” “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance,” “War Shirt,” “Beyond the
Frontier,” “Scars of Honor,” “Laugh in the Face of Danger” and “A Man
Called Horse.” In a note to teachers and parents in a paperback edition for
high school students, Richard Tyre, chairman of the English department of
Germantown Friends School in Pennsylvania, wrote: “Quite simply, this is
the best collection of stories about the American frontier available in paper
back. By “best” I mean that it combines detailed historical and anthropo
logical accuracy about the Minnesota-Montana frontier settlements and the
Cheyenne, Crow and Sioux Indian customs, with a lean, unadorned,
understated story-telling style reminiscent of Hemingway at his best
”
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and always o f people, o f individual human beings meeting and
matching and sometimes surmounting the hard facts of frontier
life in Indian Country. They are as \ aried as the region and the
people they depict. Yet they share a gallant kinship. A ll of them
breathe the same spirit, the spirit that grew out of the bigness and
the reaches of the American West and gave a new dimension to
what we now call the American heritage. They face forward.
They affirm life. They assert that man, in defeat as in victory, can
be equal to his fate.
A nd always people
These are stories of white people, men
and women and children, and of Indian people, men and women
and children, and always, to Dorothy Johnson, they are all
people. The integrity of her writing never wavers. Her sympathy
encompasses them all. No one has written w ith more understand
ing o f the m ountain men who first penetrated the Indian
wilderness and of the white settlers who met hardship in hostile
Indian territory. A nd no one has written with keener perception
of the Indians themseh es, the displaced persons who saw their
lands being taken and their way of life crumbling before the in
evitable white advance. Here is no glamorizing, no romantic
gilding, of settlers or of Indians. Here is something finer and more
gripping, the honest portrayal of good and bad, of strength and
frailty, of the admirable and the contemptible, in both white set
tlements and Indian villages.
A nd always people
They throng these pages. They leap
into life, unforgettable, out of the text, each complete, fully realized,
fully known. And their stories are told in a lean, stripped, strong
prose, told w ith a resolute economy of words. Yet the writing has a
richness of texture rare in modern fiction. The stories move, flow
forward w ith swift, at times almost racing, vigor and then, like a
nugget in the rewarding ore, comes the sudden singing sentence
that implies more than it says and gives depth and significance to
the whole.
Still the flood of western fiction rolls from the presses. It sweeps
over the counters of the bookstores and the racks of the
newsstands. It is the paramount escape-writing o f our time. Much
o f it is cheap and simply sensational and most of it offers nothing
more than exciting and adventurous entertainm ent—the
glamorized or deliberately dirtied surface trappings o f the western
frontier. But there are a few writers who do much more, who
match and surpass the others in the sheer vigor and excitement of
the Writing itself and who dig deep into reality and are uncompro
mising in the authenticity o f their material and the integrity of
their treatment of it. Slowly they are building a body of true
literature about the American West. Dorothy Johnson is one of
these. To read her stories is to know: This is the way life was lived
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in frontier settlement and in Indian village. This is part of the
American heritage.
Indian Country was well received. In Saiurday Review, Seth
A gnew com m ented th a t Miss Johnson had w ritte n western >torie<
at th e ir best.
“There is no rom anticizing o f the noble sa\ age or o f the in tre p id
pioneer,” Agnew wrote. “ Here are credible men and wom en in
credible situations. Here are stories to ld w ith pace and suspense
and skill.”
John T Frederick, reviewing Indian Country for The Rouirian,
said its stories held appeal equallv as narratives o f exciting action
and as fic tio n o f literary excellence.
“These stories are big in theme, wide in range, p ro fo u n d in
sym pathy.

,” Frederick wrote. “ Few recent books o f fictio n

offer so m uch lasting pleasure
R eview ing Indian Country fo r M ontana'The Rlagazine of
Western History, John T

Vance 111 wrote: “ It is a book th a t all

students o f western history must read. H er stories o f warriors and
squaws, w h ite men and wom en, boys and girls are w ritte n in some
o f the best prose it has ever been this reviewer’s pleasure to read.
Miss Johnson’s w ritin g is as lean and spare as the people in her
stories.”
W h e n Indian Country appeared. Miss Johnson had been
secretary-manager o f the M o n ta n a State Press Association for
almost four m onths. In Missoula, she had purchased a house on
B enton Avenue using her share o f B allantine’s $5,000 advance as
partial paym ent.
“We w ould have had the m oney fro m o ur house in W hitefish
except th a t something w ent w rong w ith the first sale and we d id n ’t
get it for quite some tim e ,” she said. “M y $4,500 advance from
Indian Country made all the difference in the w o rld between b u y
ing a little shack o r something livable.”
Miss Johnson’s first m onths w ith the press association were
hectic:
“1 was trying to catch on to the job. 1 didn’t have very much
chance to learn about it because my predecessor was in a terrible
hurry to leave. 1 got to Missoula in the afternoon just as fast as 1
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could after coming back from New York. I went to a motel and
had dinner and then I telephoned ‘D in ’ (W.L. Alcorn, the former
secretary-manager). He was going to clue me in on how to run the
job. He leaped down my throat: ‘Why hadn't I phoned him
before?’ Well, he hadn’t told me he was in any tearing hurry, but
he was. I met him up at the Journalism Building and we talked for
two hours. He had a lot o f instructions written out for me. He told
me to take them to my motel and read them and ask questions the
next day. So I went and then the next morning we talked for two
more hours. T h a t’s when I met my new secretary.
“Everything that I asked about. D in would say, ‘Well, Mary
knows about that.’ Well, thank God for Mary McCarthy. She
stayed for a couple years after that and by the time she left to work
for the Forest Service, I knew about 'that’ too
Altogether I
had four hours briefing on how to run a job that I’d never even
heard o f before. I knew it was a trade association but I didn’t know
what a trade association was
In short, I fell into the job very
suddenly.”
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A ffilia te d w ith the press association was the M o n ta n a A d x ertising Service, an advertising representative th a t placed agency ads
in the state’s weeklies. M A S , alone, required considerable atten
tio n , and Miss Johnson discovered th a t her secretary had to
devote m ore tim e to it th a n to the press association. Miss Johnson
studied the ad service operation and concluded th a t it could he
stream lined. She learned, fo r example, th a t Miss M c C a rth y had
been to ld to make extra copies o f all advertising orders. T h e copies
were being sent to a Seattle m an w ho had left Seattle vears earlier.
“M a ry was still m aking the extra copies and p ilin g them care
fu lly in a cupboard,” Miss Johnson said. “ She d id n ’t kn o w w hat
they were for, b u t somebody had to ld her to do it and had never
to ld her to stop.”
Miss Johnson also changed the association’s record-keeping.
Miss M c C a rth y had been tediously copying records in a book th a t
seemed to Miss Johnson to weigh “ about 40 pounds.” Miss
Johnson reorganized the system so th a t it not o nly was easier to
handle b u t provided better perm anent records.
T h e task Miss Johnson was to enjoy m ost—and the one for
w h ic h

she w o u ld

be

lo n g

re m e m b e re d

by

th e

s ta te ’s

publishers—was editing the association’s official m o n th ly publica
tio n , Montana Fourth Estate (form erly Montana Press Bulletin).
“I d id n ’t really kn ow w hat was supposed to go in the magazine,”
she said. “ A ll I knew was th a t I had to fill all the space where there
weren’t any ads.”
She confronted the challenge armed w ith instinct, her N ew
Y ork editing experience and the well-developed sense o f h u m o r
th a t had become her tradem ark. She examined several back issues
and concluded they Were dull. She began im m ediately—and
w orked hard for the next 14 years—to remedy the situation. In

Opposite: Cartoonist Stan Lynde’s inimitable Chief Horse’s Neck is a

discriminating reader. Lynde, an avid reader of western fiction, had
admired Miss Johnson’s work for years before he met her in 1964. This
cartoon, a portion of one of Lynde’s syndicated strips, bore the
following inscription: “ To Dorothy Johnson—friend, mentor and fellow
Montanan with admiration and affection from Rick O ’Shay.” Miss
Johnson also is an avid Lynde fan. (Permission granted for use)
[1 1 5 ]

a

I

I

-4M r

While secretary-manager of the Montana Press Association, Miss
Johnson’s headquarters were in the University of Montana School of
journalism. (Photo by the author)

editing Montana Fourth Estate, Miss Johnson constantly scanned
some 90 weeklies and 10 dailies in the state, seeking b o th h um or
and news o f new techniques, equipment and personnel:
“I found that some of the papers had awfully good columnists,
usually the publisher, himself. Also, there often would be news
about the paper in the paper—they got a new press or the linotype
broke down and they had to go clear over to someplace a hundred
miles away to get their type set. Often there were entertaining
quotes from the editorials. Scanning the papers took considerable
time, of course. There was lots of writing to do and I just loved it
because that had been my specialty at Gregg Publishing
Company.”
In addition to publishing Montana Fourth Estate, the press associ
ation served unofficially as an em ploym ent agency for persons
w ith newspaper skills:
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“We often got phone calls or letters from printers or reporters
wanting a job. \Xb tried to get them together w ith our members,
who would suddenly telephone that they were losing their best
reporter to the nearest daily or that their linotype man had got
drunk again and was in jail. Once in awhile we could make a
connection. The biggest problem was that the ax ailable people
often were not available by the time a frantic plea came from a
publisher who needed them.”
A m o ng the last things “D in ” A lc o rn had to ld Miss Johnson was
th a t she w o u ld be responsible for the association’s annual
convention.
“He to ld me I’d never kn ow anything about ru n n in g a conven
tio n u n til I ’d been through one,” she said. “T h a t wasn’t very m uch
help, although I’ll adm it th a t really is the way to learn to ru n one.”
T h e 1953 conve n tio n had been scheduled for A ugust in G lacier
N a tio n a l Park. A lth o u g h K en Byerly had the program well o u t
lined, there still was plenty for Miss Johnson to do:
“I was afraid to ask anybody to help me, so 1had to try to be at
the registration desk and also at the meetings at the same time. A t
the meetings I was supposed to run a tape recorder to get down
what people were saying. Tape recorders scare the wits out of me.
T hat first year I didn’t even have a machine. I took almost all of it
in shorthand and then had to transcribe it. I’m not a court
reporter and I didn’t get it verbatim, but
I got a lot o f it. I had
to because that was part o f the association’s permanent record.”
D u rin g the 14 years she was to serve the press association, Miss
Johnson’s a b ility w ith m echanical o r electrical e qu ip m e n t
im proved little over her Whitefish Pilot days when she struggled
w ith press cameras. H er difficulties at conventions became a
legend, as indicated by comments fro m Helen Peterson o f the
Hardin (M ontana) Tribune'Herald and R ichard Adam s o f The
Whitefish Pilot.
Helen Peterson: “I can remember only two things that really got
under D orothy’s hide. One was a press association president who
wouldn’t make plans or stick to a schedule. The other was a
recalcitrant tape recorder that refused to perform properly even
though it cost a pretty price.”
Adams: “We had the 1963 convention on Big M ountain. As
host publisher, I worked quite closely w ith Dorothy in getting the
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Miss Johnson, secretary-manager of the Montana Press Association, in
her office at the University of Montana School of Journalism.

details set up and holding her hand while she fought with tape
recorders. Those famous tape recorders. Dorothy had more
trouble with them than anybody else in the world. A ll through
the convention I was being called frantically from some meeting to
come and help Dorothy fix the tape recorder.
“D on’t get me wrong. She was well organized and she knew
exactly what she wanted to have happen at the conventions.
W ith people and other arrangements, there was no problem. But
when it came to extension cords, microphones and tape
recorders, she had problems.”
Miss Johnson devoted considerable tim e and energy to learning
her jo b —including the convention aspect:
[ 118]

i soon reali:cJ. that 1 couldn't—and didn't have to—do
everything at the conventions. I had been so afraid to spend anv of
the press association’s money to get something done 1thought was
my duty. 1 found 1 could usually hire a girl or two from whatever
hotel the convention was in to run our registration table and take
care of the monev. Conventions were always terrifically big things
w ith a lot of pressure—everybody wanting something at the same
time. If you were at the registration table, you had to keep your
cool while a couple o f men waved twentv-dollar bills and a couple
more signed their names and a couple more shouted, 'Have you
seen my wife?’ ”
In each o f her responsibilities—including preparation o f a weekly
confidential b u lle tin —Miss Johnson gained a reputation for her
conscientious handling o f the association’s affairs. T h e ir affection
for her and their awareness o f her constant concern for the
organization’s welfare soon had the state’s publishers calling Miss
Johnson “A u n t D o ro th y .” She liked the nicknam e and occasionally
signed b ulle tin items w ith it. As her rapport w ith the publishers
developed, she began referring to them simply as “the boys.” T he
feeling for Miss Johnson is indicated by the comments o f H arold G .
Stearns, form er publisher o f The Harlowton (M ontana) Times and
the Ryegate (M ontana) Clarion:
“D orothy was a great asset in making our advertising agency
work. She was a gem as far as correspondence and details were
concerned. However, she most endeared herself to us all by her
w it, clever little notes regarding all problems and her
tremendously jovial reports of her doings.
“These were so replete w ith her humor and cuteness that they
brought the house down invariably. In my estimation she was the
greatest public-relations gal for the newspaper fraternity we could
possibly have ever obtained
Her bulletins were loaded with
w it and wry observations we all miss
Prior to getting ‘D in ’
A lcorn as secretary, the president of the association had had to do
most o f the w ork o f contacting members and traveling
constantly
This work later fell largely to the secretary. We
could depend on D orothy for much detail and she was great to
work w ith.”
Publisher K .A . (Doc) Eggensperger o f the T hom pson Falls
Sanders County Ledger:
“She was like a mother hen to us. She worried about us con[1 1 9 ]

stantly. She was very definite in how she managed things and
what she wanted she wanted. Nobody was about to shove off any
substitutes on her. As far as looking after legislative matters and
being concerned with the financial status of the association and
handling the magazine and running an efficient office, she did a
tremendous job. I th ink to a lot of us her successor now and those
in the future will be measured by her standards to a great extent.”
Miss Johnson, indeed, was a noted w orrier. A n item from the
minutes o f an August 16, 1957, executive committee meeting in
G reat Falls reads: “ A fte r a discussion o f the taxable status o f the
M o n ta n a Press Association, D o ro th y Johnson was advised to take
no action and stop w orrying about it.” A n item from the minutes
o f a similar meeting tw o days later reads: “D o ro th y Johnson was
assured th a t she should n o t w o rry about w hether the M o n ta n a
State Press Association is subject to paym ent o f income tax. She
said she w ould w orry anyway.”
Miss Johnson’s energy seemed unlim ited. In the fall o f 1954, the
university provided her w ith the part-tim e w ork Byerly had to ld
her she w ould need to supplement her press association income.
There had been talk o f her w orking mornings or afternoons for
the U niversity News Service, b u t she realized th a t the press
association w ould suffer for it. She described the new job and how
she got it:
“Carl McFarland met me in a corridor one day and asked if I’d
like to teach the magazine courses in journalism. I didn’t even
know they had any. I didn’t have any connection with the school.
M y office was there and I was officially an assistant professor. I had
a contract that said so. W ithout duties and without pay. I always
thought that was very funny. But it did give me some faculty
privileges and that was very pleasant. When President McFarland
asked me to take over the magazine courses, I said, ‘Why, yes, I
guess so.’ McFarland didn't even ask Ole Bue, the acting dean. He
just went right over his head.”
Thus, w ith little warning, Miss Johnson was teaching a threecredit magazine course each quarter. The o nly similar th in g she
had ever taken had been a magazine-editing course at New York
U niversity.
“I knew how useless a course like th a t could be if n o t handled
properly,” she said. “M y instructor at N Y U had worked for only
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one magazine and he d id n ’t really kn o w very m uch about the
great outside w o rld .”
Just as she had had to learn the press association jo b on her
o w n , Miss Johnson was faced w ith the problem o f teaching herself
h ow to teach:
“Thank God it was onlv one course each quarter. I looked
through the library to see what textbooks were a\ ailahle, but
generally I had to make up mv own lectures on awfully short
notice. I had been out of school so long. Most people who teach go
into it right after they get out of school themsekes. They
remember how somebody did things well or how somebody did
things poorly. I ’d been out since 1928 with the exception of my
evening courses in New York. Besides, my work w ith the press
association was terribly tight then.
“I was flying around like crazy and staying up late at night trying
to figure out what I was going to do in class the next day. It got
better after the first year, but I do wish I could ha\ e had some help
and advice from somebody. I learned a lot from the students. I
only had about five in the first class, but later the registration
began to build up. A t first, I had to write my lectures down ver
batim because I simply could not talk off the cuff. Later I got over
that.”
Miss Johnson continued to fin d tim e fo r her ow n w ritin g .
A n o th e r short story, “Too Soon A W om an,” had been published
in the M a rc h 1953 Cosmopolitan.
O thers th a t followed included “Journal o f A dventure” (Collier's,
M a rch 19, 1954), “T he Last Stand” (Cosmopolitan, Novem ber,
1954), “1Woke U p W icked” (Collier’s, February 18,1955), “ T he M a n
W h o Knew the Buckskin K id ” (Cosmopolitan, June 1955), “Lost
Sister” (Collier's, M a rch 30, 1956) and “Young D e vil” (Collier's paid
$2,000 b u t folded before the story could be published).
M a n y o f Miss Johnson’s older stories were reappearing in
anthologies and foreign magazines. A m o n g these were “T h e
U nbeliever” (John Bull, England, February 7,1953), “Flame o n the
F ro n tie r” (Argosy Book of Adventure Stories, 1953), “Journey to the
F o rt” (John Bull, 1954), “A M a n C alled Horse” (The Spirit ofAdvem
ture) and “Journal o f A d v e n tu re ” (published in D u tc h , Swedish
and Danish).
In a dd itio n to her press association duties, her teaching and her
w ritin g (she also was a c o n trib u to r to Redbook, Charm, The Great
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Northern Goat, Montana'The Magazine of Western History, Ford
Times, Lifetime Living, Everywomans and Montana Library Q uar'
terly), Miss Johnson had become a popular speaker. In September
1953, for example, she delivered back-to-back addresses—the first
in G reat Falls at the 40th anniversary convention o f the M o n ta n a
Society o f C ertified Public A ccountants, the second a day later in
Billings before the D istrict 12 convention o f Zonta International.
In December o f the same year, speaking to delegates at the fall
meeting o f the M o n ta n a Interscholastic E ditorial Association, she
presented an optim istic appraisal o f the future o f women in jo u r
nalism. O th e r groups to hear her included the Missoula C am p
Fire G irl C o u n cil (1954), the graduating classes o f the Plains and
W h ite S u lp h u r Springs high schools (1955) and members o f the
Spokane chapter o f Theta Sigma Phi (1956).
As 1957 approached. Miss Johnson, at 51, showed no signs o f
slowing the brisk pace she had set for herself as a girl. If anything,
she was w orking harder, although her health had begun to suffer
increasingly. S till, the w o rk had its rewards. The greatest were yet
to come.

4
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Miss Johnson tries her hand at the Indian stick game on the Flathead
Reservation. (Photo by Carling hAalouf)
f 122]

C H A P T E R

E L E V E N

The Hanging Tree
It was a long time ago that I knew the Lucky Ladv. There is
nothing left now at Skull Creek, they say, but scattered logs where
buildings used to be, and windrows of gravel where, in later years,
dredges went through the gulch to glean the sparse remaining
gold.

They were three arrogant people, Doc Frail and the Lucky Lady
and the young fellow who called himself only Rune.

When the news came to Skull Creek about the lost lady, old
Doc Frail was trying to pick a squabble with me. 1 was annoying
him by agreeing w ith everything he said. If we ever got mad at the
same time, both of us knew, I would leave or Doc would throw me
out. Fie was smaller, but a man of his reputation might as well be a
mile high.
☆

Just before the road dipped down to the gold camp on Skull
Creek, it crossed the brow of a barren h ill and went under the outthrust bough of a great cottonwood tree.
URING A PERIOD OF WRITING AND REWRITING
spanning 10 years, D o ro th y Johnson tried m any
openings fo r her second novel. ^ T h e fo u rth o f those
above—telling o f the om inous cottonw ood tree—
was her fin al choice. Some 65,000 words at its com pletion in the
m id 1950s, the novel had been pared to a 39,000-word novelette
by June 1957, when B allantine Books published it in hard cover

‘The first, written in 1939 in Greenwich Village, was not published.
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w ith nine o ther Johnson stories.^ T he collection, later published
in paperback form , bore the name o f the dram atic novelette. The
Hanging Tree.
The Hanging Tree is the story o f grim, gun-toting D r. Joe A lberts
(alias Joe Frail), w ho drifts in to a fro n tie r gold camp in the early
1870s. Doc Frail is em bittered, made so by a scandal in M issouri
between his wife and his brother. A t war w ith himself, he finds the
cynicism b o rn o f experience constantly at odds w ith his compas
sionate instincts as a doctor.
Frail heals a young sluice robber. Rune, w ho has been wounded
w hile stealing gold. Later, a road agent holds up a stagecoach 40
miles from S kull Creek, k illin g a wandering schoolteacher named
Arm istead and causing the horses to stampede. Arm istead’s
19-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, is th ro w n from the wreckage.
A fte r wandering for days in the blazing sun, she is tem porarily
blinded. Eventually, a scheming prospector named Frenchy
Plante finds her and brings her to S kull Creek, where she is treated
by Frail. In her bewilderm ent, she is grateful to Plante and
mystified by the remote, yet kin d ly. Frail.
Elizabeth’s misfortunes result in a psychotic disorder. Frail helps
her recover, after which she is determined to remain in the gold
camp. U nable to change her m ind. Frail helps her again, providing
her w ith an anonymous grubstake to help her get another start. She
uses the gold, w hich Frail has hidden in her woodpile, to stake other
miners. T h eir claims pan out and Elizabeth becomes the wealthy
Lucky Lady.
O n ly when a m ob is about to lynch Frail for shooting a w ild 
eyed, rabble-rousing, old zealot w ho calls him self a preacher is
Elizabeth able to help him . In effect, she also helps herself. She
relinquishes her wealth, w hich has become foremost in her life;
recognizing her love for Frail, she buys him from his would-be ex
ecutioners.
T he hate and fear th a t have tortured Frail disappear. Fie knows
th a t in Elizabeth he has found the peace he has been seeking.
^“ Lost Sister,” “I Woke Up Wicked,” “Journal of Adventure,” “A Time of
Greatness,” “The Man Who Knew the Buckskin Kid,” “The Last Boast,”
“The Story of Charley,” “The G ift by the Wagon” and “ Blanket Squaw.”
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Soon after p u b lica tio n o f The Hanging Tree, Miss Johnson
received a note fro m Betty B allantine o f B allantine Books:
June 7, 1^57

Dear Dorothy:
The first lovely order for The Hanging Tree is in from the A rm y,
for 822 copies. We have been told that there w ill be a review in
Tuesdav’s Neu York Herald Tribune, th o ’ no amount of gentle
probing was productive of what the review savs. ^ ill send you a
copy as soon as we can lay o iir hands on one.
Best,
Betty Ballantine
T he Herald Tribune review, the first o f m any o f The Hanging Tree,
appeared June 11. T h e reviewer was John K. H utchens, a form er
M o n ta n a n w h o had been a college classmate o f Miss J o h n s o n ’s.
H utchens w rote th a t while he w ould n o t take an oath th a t Miss
Johnson was ready to jo in the com pany o f H .L . Davis, A .B .
G u th rie Jr. and C o n ra d R ichter, she “ certainly was on the
way
A n o th e r review appeared in the Herald Tribune on June 16, this
tim e by C u rtis W Case w it.
“Women are no longer scarce in the A m erican West, b u t there is
still a scarcity o f im p o rta nt Western fiction w ritte n by w om en,”
Case w it commented. “D o ro th y Johnson is one o f the few
exceptions
”
Casewit discussed “Journal o f A d ve n tu re ” and “T h e G ift by the
W agon,” then tu rne d to Joe Frail and The Hanging Tree.
“There is something m agnificently touching about this m an’s
arrogance and loneliness and his aloof care for the girl in distress,”
he observed. “Yet there isn’t a shred o f sentim entality or
melodrama here, and a m in im u m o f dust and gunplay. Miss
Johnson is a fine literary w rite r.”
C ritic Charles Poore o f The New York Times also reviewed The
Hanging Tree, describing it as “Western fictio n at its best
”
O th e r newspapers and magazines were enthusiastic about the
book. The Great Falls (M ontana) Tribune's Montana Parade stated
th a t Miss Johnson had “w o n a place in th a t select com pany o f
writers—Jack Schaefer, A .B . G u th rie Jr., and W illa G ather—w ho
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have portrayed w ith honesty and compassion the people o f the
A m erican West.” L illia n C arleton o f the Boston (Massachusetts)
Sunday Herald said The Hanging Tree was “ beautifully w ritte n ,” call
ing it “fast, good, reading.” The H ib (Hawaii) Tribune'Herald said
Miss Johnson had w ritte n her “spare, clean-cut” stories w ith a
“fierce restraint.” Kim m is H endrick o f the Christian Science
M onitor wrote th a t “ M ore th an anything else. The Hanging Tree
was a collection o f stories about the tenderness in the hearts o f
people w ho made the new co u n try.” A lp h in T G o uld o f the
Providence (R.I.) Sundaydoumal said he believed the stories o f both
The Hanging Tree and Indian Country w ould be rated high in
literature about the West.
“The author has a superlative ease in dealing w ith complex
characters in situations unique to the Am erican frontier,” he wrote.
C ritic V ic to r P. Hass o f the Chicago Tribune thou g ht The Hang'
ing Tree was a co lle ctio n o f short stories w o rth y o f the most
discerning o f readers.
“D o ro th y M . Johnson is a miser w ith words; she spends them as
grudgingly as ever Scrooge spent a shilling,” he commented. “It is
this admirable penury th a t gives the
stories in this volume
th e ir unique distinction. W ith o u t an ounce o f literary fat, they are
taut and springily muscular.”
Time magazine, h ighly com plim entary, said th a t in her tales o f
Indian, settler, m iner and badman. Miss Johnson had “subtly sug
gested the tragedy o f collision between aborigine and invader, and
sometimes the more com plicated tragedy o f th e ir collusion
”
“There is a day in most m en’s lives when they give up reading
cowboy stories because they cannot believe them anym ore,”
Time observed. “D o ro th y Johnson’s tales offer a chance to tu rn
back the calendar w ith a good conscience.”
Possibly the greatest com plim ent came from the New York
Journal'American in a book-review section called “The Week’s
R o u nd -U p ” :
Week’s best new six-shooter fiction: The Hanging Tree by
Dorothy Johnson. Novelette and nine short stories by the most
brilliant woman Western taleteller since Mary Austin.
In reviewing A la n LeM ay’s The Unforgiven for the New York
[1 2 6 ]

Herald Tribune, John H utchens again praised Nliss Johnson. H aving
described L e M a y’s book as a “tale to ld w ith shine, a u th o rity and
dramatic sense,” H utchens added:
There are not, when you come to th in k ot it, so very manv of
them in the Wbstern American field in which LeMav works. A t
the \ erv head of that field among living practitioners is Conrad
Richter—and it is not so much to praise M r. LeMay as to place
him that one thinks of him in the Richter company, and that of
A.B. G uthrie Jr., H.L. Davis and two relative newcomers,
Dorothy M . Johnson and Charles O. Locke.
To add to the critics’ acclaim, the Western

W riters

o f Am erica,

meeting in G reat Falls in June 1957, presented Miss Johnson w ith
its annual Spur A w ard fo r her short story “ Lost Sister,” w hich it
designated the best western short story o f 1956. O th e r S pur reci
pients, fo u r men, included author Irv in g Stone, whose Men to
M atch M y Mcmntains was judged the best in n o n -fictio n . U n lik e
Stone, w h o was in Rome w o rkin g on his M ichelangelo biography.
The Agony and the Ecstacy, Miss Johnson attended the W ^ A
convention and received her award.
A n o th e r h onor came in October. Miss )ohnson and author
Erskine Caldwell were invited to Seattle by the Pacific Coast
Independent Magazine WTiolesalers Association, a group th a t also
distributed paperback books. T he purpose o f their appearance was
to stimulate an interest in reading as a leisure activity. Miss
Johnson, w ho read as voraciously as she had during her school
years, m ight have provided the most stim ulation. She told associa
tio n members she could n o t get by the book racks in Missoula
supermarkets w ith o u t picking up several paperbacks. Caldwell said
he read newspapers and a few magazines, b u t th a t his w ritin g
allowed h im little tim e for books.
T h e idea fo r 'The Hanging Tree came to Miss Johnson as the
result o f tw o movies she had seen in N ew Y ork C ity in the
mid-1940s. O ne starred G regory Peck, the other John Wayne, b u t
b o th dealt w ith men alone in the desert and dying o f thirst.
H aving some tim e b u t no story ideas. Miss Johnson decided to
apply the so-called “ sw itch” o r tw ist to the desert situation:^
^In using a switch, the writer takes a hackneyed situation, changes one detail
and goes from there.
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“The detail I thought of changing, just in playing around with the
idea, was this: Instead of having a bunch of men lost and thirsty in
the desert, how about making it a woman? This makes for a terrible
problem. How in the world did she get out there in the first place?
This was the germ idea of the story. The woman became the Lucky
Lady.”
A b o u t the story’s setting. Miss Johnson was n o t specific:
“I never said in that story where it happened. The book’s dust
jacket and some of the publicity said it was about Montana. I
never did. It could have been anywhere ^s long as there was a gold
camp not very far from a desert. I didn’t happen to know of any
deserts that had a gold camp right next door so I never dared say
where it was. It never mattered.”
D u rin g the 10 years she worked on the story, she rewrote it
numerous times.
“I did it over and over and I got so tired o f it,” she said. “ But it
seemed like such a good idea th a t I just co uldn ’t drop it. I am
definitely n o t a novelist—I have proved it again and again.”
A m o ng the approxim ately 26,000 words cut from The Hanging
Tree p rio r to publication were about 5,000 dealing w ith D oc Frail
and his personality:
“That chapter I remember the best because cutting it out hurt
the worst. I had to know how Frail got to be the kind of man he
was and that chapter was a terrific piece. Ballantine Books contra
dicted their own firm beliefs about collections of short stories not
selling and insisted The Hanging Tree be cut to include several
short stories. I write tightly anyway. When you do that and then
have to cut out a whole lot just because of somebody’s arbitrary
order it makes the story jumpy.”
Miss Johnson was, perhaps, somewhat at Ballantine’s mercy.
H er agent, M cIntosh <Sc O tis, had sent the novel to several other
publishers. A fte r struggling so long w ith the story. Miss Johnson’s
disappointm ent m ounted at each rejection.
“It always breaks m y heart when somebody turns something
d o w n ,” she said. “It doesn’t get any easier to take. You should be
able to get calluses on your soul.”
Considerable research was required for The Hanging Tree. For
example. Miss Johnson knew little about gold:
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“ Bv the time 1 had finished, I had been to X’irginia C ity two or
three times for information. 1 held a great big gold nugget in mv
hand and that was when I really understood what happened dur
ing the gold rush. It ’s beautiful stuff. Even if it wasn't \ aluahle, it's
beautiful. A nd it feels so good in your hand. I had to find out a lot
about gold. I happened to be in Helena where there is a big collec
tion of gold specimens in one of the banks and I bought a booklet
for about a quarter concerning gold in Montana. I depended on
that booklet a lot for The Hanging Tree. By the time I finished the
novel I could understand why people did what they did.”
A b o u t other technical aspects, she wrote:
“Some of my research involved firearms, prices of commodities
on the frontier, the nature and cost of a physician’s education
almost 100 years ago, the discomforts of stagecoach travel, the
technique of placer mining, the slang of the gold gulches, the kind
of shelters that prospectors built and li\ ed in, the nature of poverty
and luxury in a gold camp, and exactly how to go about hanging a
man from a handy tree
“Writers of ‘westerns’ do more serious research than their
detractors give them credit for or their admiring readers suspect.
This research may not be used, but it is never wasted. It helps the
writer build a world he never knew, in which he must live when
he writes about it. Skull Creek never existed anywhere, but it is as
real to me, and 1873 is as contemporary, as the campus of the
University of M ontana right now
”
Miss Johnson dedicated The Hanging Tree to “D r. C atha rine A .
B urnham , C lin ic a l Psychologist, w ho understands the Lucky
Lady better th a n D oc Frail d id .” D r. B urnham , Miss Johnson’s
friend fro m G reenw ich Village days, did, indeed, kn o w the L ucky
Lady.
Elizabeth A rm istead, as conceived by Miss Johnson, was terrorstricken at her father’s m urder, her o w n sufferings in the desert
and her blindness. Because o f those horrors, she suffered from
agoraphobia—a fear o f open places. She fainted whenever she
tried to leave her cabin at S kull Creek.
Miss Johnson d id n o t m e n tio n this diagnosis in the story
because the w ord d id n o t exist in 1873. Nevertheless, she had the
p ro fe ssio n a l assurance o f C a th a rin e B u rn h a m th a t th e
phenom enon existed before it was named.
W orking at a New York clinic. D r. B urnham was participating in
a weekly psychology seminar in w hich the members presented case
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histories o f th eir current patients. As D r. B u rn h a m ’s tu rn
approached, she suggested th at the group had discussed enough
male patients and should look at the distaff side. She obtained
several advance copies o f The Hanging Tree and distributed them to
the seminar before presenting her study o f Elizabeth Arm istead, the
Lucky Lady. The elderly Czech psychiatrist w ho presided over the
group was delighted w ith the idea. D r. B urnham described what
happened:
“The psychology staff was composed of about a dozen hardboiled eggheads who had graduated from reading Westerns after
quitting Zane Grey in their pre-teens. We had foreseen a session in
which we all made a lot of half wisecracks in deep psychoanalytic
terms, the sort of thing most psychologists try to avoid if they
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Catharine Burnham, a close friend and
technical adviser on The Hanging Tree.
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want anyone to pav any attention. The interesting thing is that
nothing of the sort happened. Everyone had enjoyed the story
and the characters had rung true completely.
“The bantering interactions in which we usually got involved
when we presented real ca<e< just d idn’t'happen, l^ u r diagnosis,
w ith all concurring, was ‘anxiety neurosis precipitated by trauma.’
“D orothy has an instinctive insight into character that is
clinically accurate. M v role as adviser in the Luckv Lady’s
development was mostly as sounding board: ‘If she did this, would
it make sense in terms of such-and-such a background?’ In general,
however, D orothy experiences everything she puts down, and
vividly.”
In discussing the great co tto n w o o d tree fro m w h ich the novel
to o k its name, Miss Johnson emphasized no symbolism was
intended:
“If it is a symbol, it symbolizes only coming trouble. I wanted the
tree to appear near the beginning because it was going to be
im portant in the story. Personally, 1 don't go for symbolism.
Symbolism is something English teachers have taken up since I
was graduated. It’s all right if writers want to use it but what I don’t
go for is attributing symbolism to an author who can’t defend
himself and who didn’t intend it. A nd th at’s being done. Good
Lord is that being done, even w ith the Iliad and the Odyssey. I
know darn well Homer didn’t intend any symbolism. He’s just
telling a cracking good story. It’s all right if you, the author, want
to use it, but when somebody else decides what your symbolism is,
that’s dead wrong.”
In A u g u st 1957, producers M a r tin Jurow and R ich a rd
Shepherd completed negotiations w ith Miss Johnson’s movie
agent, Lucile S ullivan, fo r film rights to The Hanging Treed C on'^The Hanging Tree was not the first of Miss Johnson’s stories to interest
Hollywood. Although little came of it, the first talk about a possible movie
had been in 1952. The story was “ Laugh in the Face of Danger”—the one her
former agent had sold without telling her. A Hollywood free-lance writer
liked it and Miss Johnson signed a contract giving him an option on it. The
writer prepared a good script and tried to sell it. It didn’t sell. Years later, he
found out why. During the scandal period in Hollywood when many
persons were being secretly blacklisted for alleged Communist activities, he
was a victim. His career was ruined, even though it turned out that a mistake
in identification had been made. Later, the writer got started again w ith the
story idea. Miss Johnson signed another contract w ith him, this time super
vised by her movie agent. Again, nothing came of the script. Before this
revival of interest, however, the story had become Miss Johnson’s first on
television.
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siderable correspondence preceded the agreement and fo r several
weeks Miss Johnson was unsure w hether one w ould be reached.
She explained how she learned the story had been sold:
“1 was in the Missoulian office talking to Dick Morrison, the
publisher, when the phone call caught up with me. I had left word
at my office on the campus where I would be. Lucile Sullivan said
jurow and Shepherd were going to pay $7,500 for The Hanging
Tree, plus 3 per cent of the net profits. Sad to say, a rumor got
around that the amount to be paid had another zero on it. Would
that it had been so!”
A t the tim e her book Beulah Bunny Tells A ll was published. Miss
Johnson experienced a marked increase in prestige. W hen it
became kn o w n The Hanging Tree was to become a movie, she
noticed a sim ilar effect. In addition to some fu rth e r com m ent on
the economics o f selling stories to the movies, she later wrote
about her new stature:
When a book becomes a movie, even strangers (even
teen-agers!) begin to act respectful. A book is permanent, but a
movie is glamorous, and everybody knows that the author of a
story bought for the movies automatically becomes rich. This is
not true, but just try convincing anybody except another writer
who has found out for himself.
When the title story of my third book. The Hanging Tree,
became a motion picture, I learned some interesting facts about
the difference between printed and visual media as well as the
changing status of writers and how little money the average nonbest-seller brings out of the famed golden coffers of Hollywood.
I’m not complaining bitterly about the money. It’s a little more
than I had, and it came with no effort on my part. A ll I did was
sign a contract of some 45 typewritten pages, of which the only
detail I remember is a stern warning that if I should become an
object of public obloquy and disgrace I wouldn’t get any screen
credit.

Jurow and Shepherd became the owners o f Miss Johnson’s
o rig in a l 65,000-w o rd Hanging Tree m an uscrip t. T h e y had
requested it so that screen and script writers could learn more about
the principal characters. The producers offered Miss Johnson a
handsome salary to assist in the prelim inary work, b ut she declined.
“I was reluctant to let university officials and the state press
[ 132]
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In 1957, Dorothy Johnson and Gary Cooper talked books and movies
in the University of Montana Lodge. Cooper was in Missoula with
producers M artin Jurow and Richard Shepherd to discuss The Hanging
Tree. (Photo by Dick Harris)
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Actor Gary Cooper and Miss Johnson quickly formed a mutualadmiration society.

association find out they could get along w ith o ut my services,” she
said.
The evening o f O ctober 30, 1957, Jurow and Shepherd arrived
in Missoula to confer w ith Miss Johnson and to begin seeking
possible film ing sites. Favorably impressed by the tw o young pro
ducers, Miss Johnson later referred to them as “ alert, earnest,
highly literate young businessmen, hard-w orking and thoro u g h.”
[ 134]

“ A ll 1 ever knew about m o \ie producers is w h a t 1 had seen in
cartoons," she continued. “T hey were alwavs shown as stupid oats
w h o wore gaudv sport shirts, berets and dark glasses, and w ho said
id io tic things to th e ir subordinates.”
Jurow and Shepherd were accompanied by a widelv k n o w n
traveling com panion, himselt a form er M o n ta n a n . His name was
G a ry C ooper, and he had just been named the star o f The Hanging
Tree.
O n O ctober 31, Miss Johnson, C ooper, Jurow and Shepherd
met in the U n i\ ersitv Lodge fo r a news conference. Shepherd to ld
reporters th a t he and Jurow planned to \ isit Helena, \ irginia C ity
and Three Forks in search o f a site. Jurow said M o n ta n a ’s scenery
was unequaled and th a t he hoped the movie w ould prove it to
people th ro u g h o u t the country. C ooper discussed Miss johnson
and The Hanging Tree.
“W hen you read stacks o f stuff th a t aren’t any good, you really
grab at something as interesting and beautifully w ritte n as Miss
Johnson’s b o o k ,” he said. “You have a great talent in Miss
Johnson.”
C ooper and Miss Johnson posed together fo r num erous pic
tures. A m o n g the photographers was C yrile Van Duser o f the
U n ive rsity News Service, w ho had been a campus classmate o f
Miss Johnson’s some 30 years earlier.
Miss Johnson and Cooper got along famously. D u rin g one o f
th e ir conversations. Cooper asked the author if she w ould like a
pheasant. He had shot several w hile h u n tin g w ith Ernest
Hem ingway near Sun Valley, Idaho, and had given them to the
chef at the Florence H otel. Miss Johnson, th ough n o t a cook, ac
cepted the pheasant anyway, th in k in g she could have it prepared
somewhere and use the feathers fo r a hat. W hen C ooper handed
Miss Johnson the b ird , wrapped in heavy paper, neither he n o r
she realized th a t the chef had removed the plumage and prepared
it fo r the oven. D eterm ined to have a m em ento o f C ooper’s visit,
Miss Johnson, after enjoying her pheasant w ith C yrile Van Duser,
saved the wishbone. She had it copper-plated and still considers it
one o f her most prized possessions.
C ooper’s contract w ith Jurow and Shepherd became fin al early
in Novem ber. A m o n g the first to fin d o u t was C o lu m n ist Louella
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Parsons. A fte r inform ing her readers why Cooper w ould n o t be
takine a planned \ acation to Paris, she wrote:
While 1was talking to Gary I got another story. His picture after
the Mirisch western is The Hanging Tree. M artin Jurow and
Richard Shepherd bought this from a collection of short stories by
Dorothy \ 1. johnson
Dick Shepherd told me “The Hanging
Tree” was originally written as a novelette and he added, “Two
young producers like us are very lucky to get such a story, plus
Gary Cooper.”
P roduction o f The Hanging Tree began in June 1958, b u t n o t in
M ontana. Instead, Jurow-Shepherd moved th eir cameras to
W ashington’s Yakima Valley. M a n y M ontanans later joked th at
H ollyw ood apparently had found scenery th a t looked “more like
M o n ta n a than M o n ta n a .”^ A m id tall evergreens and rock o u t
cro p ping s at the co nflu e n ce o f the R attlesnake and L ittle
Rattlesnake ri\ ers, 35 miles northw est o f Yakima, the frontier
m ining tow n o f Skull Creek began to take shape.
T h ro u g h o u t the creation o f the set and the subsequent shoot
ing, the activities o f the movie makers were well covered by the
W ashington press. M a n y Yakima residents got th eir first crack at
being actors when D irector Delm er Daves called for extras for his
m ob scenes. The prim e attractions, however, were Cooper, Swiss
actress Maric^ Schell (Elizabeth) and veteran actor K arl M alden
(Frenchy). Miss Johnson never visited the set; indeed, there were
several things she did not do during the latter part o f 1958.
In late February, she had accepted an in v ita tio n from the
W hitefish school board to deliver the M ay commencement
address at the c ity ’s high school. O n M arch 7, the W hitefish
Jaycees had designated her guest o f h on o r for th eir 10th annual
Gala Days celebration August 2 and 3. She had accepted the
in v ita tio n o f Fred Stacey, a Gala Days committeeman, to ride in
the parade, b ut emphasized that because o f other commitments she
^Miss Johnson explained in Montana Journalism Review the cause for the
shift. “They wanted to make the movie in Montana but were concerned
about the probability of rain at the time and in the place selected. They knew
more about Montana weather than Montanans do. They had checked the
probabilities of rain at Bannack on the basis of weather reports for the
preceding ten years. They
chose the Yakima Valley
because they
had almost a guarantee of sunshine in May and June.”
[1361

could attend o nlv one day ot the celebration.
Miss jo h n so n spoke at the graduation exercises b u t did not
attend the Gala D a vs. As August approached, she considered
herself fortunate to be alive. It was July 19, and she had been to a
Stevensville nursing home to visit her m other. D riv in g back, she was
feeling pleased because her m other liked the home and seemed con
tent. T h en , about 3 miles south o f Missoula, although she was not
tired, her eyes kept shutting. Later, in a grim article w arning others o f
w hat had happened, she wrote:
Need more air, I thought, and opened the little butterfly w in
dow on the left side. The big window there was already wide open.
T hat extra window didn’t help, so I decided to pull o\ er to the
side of the road. But there wasn’t any place to pull over. No
shoulder on the road, no scenery, nothing. N ot even fog. just
nothing. Take ten deep breaths of fresh air, I ad\'ised myself, and
stop the car. But what I breathed was not fresh air. It was a lethal
gas.
The next thing I knew, somebody was pulling me out of the
wreckage of the car, waking me from the deepest, blackest sleep I
have ever experienced. I couldn’t see my rescuer because my face
was covered w ith blood and my glasses were smashed. But I heard
someone say that my car had collided w ith another one. A n
ambulance was coming.
In the nearest hospital, a surgeon stitched me up for several
hours, then had me x-rayed and put to bed. Meanwhile, a woman
passenger from the other car was in the operating room. She had a
fractured hip and back, they told me.
M y doctor asked me a great many questions, and then said,
“You were overcome by carbon monoxide.”
The world that simply hadn’t been there at the side of the road
when I wanted to stop—that void was due to a phenomenon
called narrowing of the field of vision, caused by carbonmonoxide asphyxiation. The deadly gas had also affected my
judgment—though I had wanted to stop the car, I couldn’t. The
overpowering drowsiness and the deep blackout were typical.
Carbon monoxide
. affects the brain—sometimes terribly and
permanently—even when it doesn’t kill.
A week later, leaning on a cane, still shaken, I limped into rhy
study at home, saw the unfinished work on my desk, and realized I
almost hadn’t gotten back to this.
K n o w in g th a t news o f her accident w ould upset her m other.
Miss jo h n s o n had called the nursing hom e and asked the manage113 7 ]

m ent n ot to let M rs. Alger see any newspaper stories. A nurse had
obligingly clipped the story and picture from the next day’s
Missoulian^ a deed th a t brought a sharp reprim and from the indig
nant M r s . Alger. T he censorship worked, however, and n o t u n til
three weeks later, when M rs. Vedder G ilb e rt drove Miss Johnson
to Stevensville, did M rs. A lger hear o f the accident.
Miss Johnson sustained several broken ribs, a badly lacerated
forehead, a knee in ju ry th a t plagued her for eight years and severe
facial bruises.
“M y face was so black and blue th a t visitors com ing in to the
hospital room to sympathize w ith me burst o u t in to hearty
laughter instead,” she said. “I was a sight to behold, b u t the
wom an in the other car was a lo t worse.”
The accident resulted in a $50,000 damage suit against Miss
Johnson. O n ly three weeks after m oving in to a new home on
D uncan D rive in the Rattlesnake Valley, she was faced w ith losing
it and considerably more. The suit continued well in to 1959, and
n o t u n til O ctober o f th a t year was it fin ally settled out o f court by
the insurance companies.
“For 15 m onths I have been bum bling along w ith the equivalent
o f a long, dreadful illness, and I can’t quite realize yet th a t it is now
over,” she wrote her friend M e l Ruder o f the Hungry Horse News.
There was more encouraging news from H o llyw oo d as the end
o f 1958 approached. A press release from the Warner Brothers
studio in B urbank to ld the story:
Skull Creek had a short life, but a wild one.
One day it was a roaring boom town, its streets jammed with
covered wagons and mule trains, and gun fights and drunken
brawls raging on every other corner as miners celebrated a new
gold claim.
Five weeks later the town was dead, completely erased from the
earth. O nly Hollywood could build and destroy a town with such
a mixture o f ease and violence, and only Gary Cooper could
survive the short but perilous life of a town like Skull Creek
The mining town
had a genuine air of permanence about
it. It had a frame hotel, two stories high; a general store, an
assayer’s office and a huge saloon. There was Mame’s Eatery, a
barber shop, a blacksmith shop and a dozen other stores, as well
as more than 50 miners’ tents and shacks—and high on a
precipice the cabin of Gary Cooper, a gunslinger doctor.
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For the five weeks of its existence, Cooper, the other stars and
250 bit and extra players went in and out of the stores and up and
down the streets as love and violence played out the story o f “The
Hanging Tree.”
Before construction was started, Warner Brothers and pro
ducers M a rtin Jurow and Richard Shepherd had to have dozens
of huge Ponderosa pine trees felled and a road bulldozed in from a
nearby logging highway. Then a crew of 100 technicians,
carpenters and laborers went to work to build the town as it might
have looked in 1870. They even built a water wheel, 15 feet high,
to provide water for the miners’ sluice boxes. The course of one of
the streams was temporarily diverted to operate the contraption.
O n the last day Director Delmer Da\ es filmed the burning of
the town bv a horde of drunken miners celebrating a new strike.
There could be no retakes on this sequence, for once the fire
took hold, the frame dwellings would go up fast. Daves used four
cameras shooting at once, each placed at a strategic spot to get the
best and most dramatic angles. More than 250 actors took part in
the flaming scene.
Before sundown, Skull Creek was a smouldering ruins. The
next day a cleanup crew went to work. By nightfall, they had
erased every trace of the town, leaving only the new dirt road to
remind residents that The Hanging Tree had been filmed there.
T he film in g was over and editing was well under way. N e xt
w o u ld come plans fo r the w o rld premiere.
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A world premiere showing of The Hanging Tree was a gala event at the
Fox Theater in Missoula, Montana, the night of February 18, 1959. The
official world premiere had been in Yakima, Washington, three days
earlier. (Photo by Cyrile Van Dnser)
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1959: “Quite a Year”
“ I came to town to search for gold
And brought w ith me a memory

T

HE

\ O I C E -P O W E R F U L, YET M E L L O W '-W ’A S

th a t o f singer M a rty Robbins. T h e song—done in
semi-folk style on the C o lu m b ia label—was “T he

H anging Tree.” ^ W ith in 10 days o f its release it was

in second place among the n a tio n ’s most popular tunes. W ith in
tw o weeks it was at the top o f the charts, where it stayed for almost
a m o n th and a half.
By M a rch 1959, theaters th roughout the country were filled w ith
the melody. People were w histling it on the streets. The movie The
Hanging Tree had opened in N ew York C ity ’s Roxy Theater on
February 6. A day earlier, at the M o n ta n a Theater Association’s
biennial legislature theater party in Helena, M o n ta n a lawmakers
had a private screening. O n February 15 the official w o rld premiere
was in Yakima, Washington, and three days later, the movie
opened at Missoula’s Fox Theater.
For Miss Johnson, the Helena and Missoula premieres proved
the most action-packed. She attended the form er on the in v ita 
tio n o f Clarence C older, then president o f the M o n ta n a TTieater
Association. TTie theater owners made her th e ir guest o f h o n o r,
stating, “T h is is the first tim e in the history o f m o tio n pictures th a t
we have had a M o n ta n a story w ith a M o n ta n a star and w ritte n by
a M o n ta n a a u th o r.” Miss Johnson later described her visit to
Helena:

'W ritten by Mack David and Jerry Livingston.
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“I took a day off from the press association duties and went, not
knowing what I was getting into. Nobody had warned me what
was involved. First, they took me in to see the governor. I kept
running into people I knew in the corridor. It was a great turmoil.
Then the man in charge of me dragged me over to some radio
station where he thought I was going to be interviewed. The
people at the station didn't know anything about it and were
quite cool.
“Next, we landed in the House o f Representatives. I believe I
was the attraction just after the high school band from
Lewistown. One o f our representatives from Missoula County
introduced me with a beaming smile. I waved at a couple of people
I knew and then we went into the Senate chamber. This was
much worse because there I was escorted with great dignity up to
the platform where Lieutenant Governor Cannon was holding
forth. I saw a couple of senators I knew and I waved at them. They
didn’t wave back. I thought, ‘O h dear, there’s something wrong.’
Both of them did wave after a minute and I realized they hadn’t
known I was waving at them.
“A n d then M r. Cannon introduced me and kind of bowed as if I
was supposed to say something. I said ‘Thank you’ and sat down.
Afterwards, somebody said that was the best speech they had ever
heard in the Senate chamber because it was the shortest. Nobody
had told me I was supposed to make a speech. I had never been in
a situation like that before.
“That evening the theater owners had a marvelous buffet
supper in the lobby of the M arlow Theater and then showed The
Hanging Tree. Then they asked me to get up on the platform. For
this I was prepared—I had a few notes on a card. A t the very
moment I began to speak, somebody thrust a beautiful bouquet of
rqses into my arms. I couldn’t get at my note card. Anyway, the
footlights were shining in my face so it was a more impromptu
speech than I had intended to make.
“Afterward, they had dancing. Somebody wanted me to dance.
Well, o f course, I can’t because I never learned. A n d so I handed
him over to the governor’s wife and they went dancing off. You
don’t tell the governor’s wife who she should dance with, but she
was having a good time
The legislators all said they liked the
movie. What cmld they say? They were getting all of this free.”
In Missoula, p rio r to the opening o f The Hanging Tree at the Fox
Theater, Miss Johnson was guest o f honor at a dinner sponsored by
the Missoula C o m m u n ity Theater in cooperation w ith the Fox and
the H otel Florence. D uring the dinner—in the hotel’s B itterroot
Room —A la n Bradley, then mayor o f Missoula, proclaimed
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February 19 as “D o ro th y Johnson D a y” in trib u te to her talent and
co n trib u tio n to the com m unity. Miss Johnson was introduced bv
H a ro ld M erriam , her form er English professor, w ho to ld the
audience, “She became a successful wTiter the o n ly way it can be
done—by w riting, w ritin g and w ritin g .”
D u rin g the presentations. Miss Johnson received a leather-bound
copy o f The Hanging Tree w ith the inscription, “ For o ur friend and
associate, D o ro th y Johnson, on the occasion o f the Missoula
premiere.” T he book bore the signature o f D r. G o rd o n B. Castle,
acting president o f the university, on behalf o f the faculty-' and staff.
Some 250 persons listened and laughed while Miss Johnson
described G ary Cooper as “m y hero” during the dinner. She quoted
a N ew Y ork newspaper as saying th a t Cooper th ou g ht so highly o f
her story th a t he had agreed to go in to the production on a percen
tage basis.
“M y hero,” she said, “is a man o f literary judgm ent.”
In a b rie f speech several hours later at the theater. Miss Johnson
still was in high spirits.
“There was one th in g th a t bothered me,” she said about a Hang
ing Tree review she had read in an entertainm ent magazine. “It said
the movie promised ‘strong b.o.’ Turned out b.o. means box office,
people buying tickets. It means you. I’m perfectly w illin g to buy a
ticket myself, and I’ve already seen it twice.”
Generally, Miss Johnson liked H o llyw o o d ’s treatm ent o f her
story. She was to see the picture seven times, vow ing after the
seventh never to see it again unless somebody handcuffed her to a
theater chair:
“The story was greatly changed in the transfer to another
medium. Such changes are supposed to infuriate authors, but in
The Hanging Tree they made sense, and I w ill even admit that they
improved it. I wish I had thought of some o f them myself.
“1 visualized Doc Frail, the hero, as of medium height and 33
years old. When the news came that Gary Cooper would play this
role, I hastened to read my story again—and lo. Doc Frail had
grown taller and older. When I began to adore Gary Cooper from
afar, both of us were considerably younger than we are now.
“When Elizabeth, the heroine, left my typewriter, she was a
dark-haired girl from Philadelphia and afraid of her own shadow.
As played by M aria Schell, she is an admirably determined
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blonde from Switzerland (to allow for Miss Scheirs German
accent), with great strength of character.
“The movie Elizabeth can afford strength of character, because
her problems have changed in the transfer from one medium to
another. The problems and the plot changed because in a motion
picture the audience has to see the conflicts.
“In a written story, readers contribute more than they realize.
They fill in for themselves the backgrounds that the author only
sketches; they visualize faces and costumes, understand mental
turbulence that the author suggests. The author can tell what’s
going on in people’s minds, and if he uses this privilege frugally,
readers accept it. A motion picture or a stage play must show all
this, and that takes longer. A writer can say in ten words enough
to require ten minutes of visible action and dialogue
“Miss Schell’s Elizabeth suffered, but she recovered from her
mental troubles in a hurry, thanks to some harsh treatment by
Gary Cooper as Doc Frail. Time called him a ‘frontier Freud,’ thus
infuriating the clinical psychologist who was my technical adviser
when I was writing the story. Miss Schell’s Elizabeth fared forth to
mine gold in partnership with the juvenile lead. Rune (Ben
Piazza), and the jovial villain, Frenchy (Karl Malden).
“M y Elizabeth did her gold mining by grubstaking miners; the
gold came to her, and she stayed in her cramped; dismal cabin.
How dark and gloomy that would have been in a motion picture!
W ithout the agoraphobia—the major theme in the written
story—the action could move out into the sunshine.
“The cabin changed, too. Miss Schell’s Elizabeth lived in one
that would have been a palace on the frontier. This bothers
nobody but me, and it doesn’t bother me much.
“Several characters who were dear to me, because they were my
children and I knew them well, did not get into the motion picture
at all. In fact, there are enough good ones left over for another
movie. Some new ones appeared—total strangers to me. 1was glad
to make their acquaintance, but 1grieve a little for those who were
abolished: Tall John, the scholarly miner who had studied in
Rome; Wonder Russell, whose name was given to a man the
screenplay writer invented; an old dragon known as Ma Harris; a
dance-hall girl named Julie, who cut her own throat after Wonder
Russell was buried.
“Doc Frail’s past changed. He is still racked by conscience, but
for a different reason. M y Doc Frail had killed a man, but his
anguish arose from the fact that he had not killed another one
who shot his friend Wonder Russell. Building up the past 1saw for
Doc Frail would have taken up another couple of hours of screen
time
“Messrs. Jurow and Shepherd had certainly read the story. They
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knew more about it than 1 did. 1 wTote it for ten years, reduced its
length by almost half at the publisher’s demand, and then cut the
silver cord. When a story is in print, the author shouldn’t go on
brooding over it. The producers did not yet have a screenplay when
we met in Missoula. They were intensely concerned with a story
that, for them, was not finished. They talked earnestly about the
people—not characters but people. They wanted to know what hap
pened to the people after the story ended
“One thing neither the publisher nor the producers changed:
The title. The publishers almost called the book “Red Men and
White,” which wasn’t an attractive title even when Owen Wister
used it. The producers worried because “The Hanging Tree”
sounded violent and might scare off women. M artin Jurow
telephoned to ask whether I had ever used any other working title
for the story. Yes, 1 had—The Prisoner at Skull Creek. I could hear
him shudder all the way from Hollywood.
“M y title stayed, and they even had a song written to match it. I
liked the song so well that 1 bought two records of it (in case one
wears out) and a phonograph.”

Gary Cooper and Maria Schell in a scene from The Hanging Tree.
(Warner Brothers photo)
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G ary Cooper as “ D oc’' Frail in The Hanging Tree.
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M aria Schell as Elizabeth in The Hanging Tree.
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Karl Malden, who played “ Frenchy” in The Hanging Tree.
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N o t all the critics were as enthusiastic about the m ovie as they
had been about the original story. The Commonueal com m ented
th a t the p lo t trie d to crow d too m uch in to its 106-minute ru n n in g
tim e.
“D ire cto r D elm er Daves, w ho knows, how to make o u td o o r
movies th a t have some depth in characterization, is so busy pack
ing his picture w ith incident after incident th a t he has little tim e to
develop his trouble-laden characters,” the magazine contended.
“ Even those th a t get started never seem to arrive.”
Time called The Hanging Tree a "psychological western based on
the rather odd premise th a t the A m e rica n West was w on on the
consulting couches o f V ie n n a .” Later referring to the p ro d u ctio n
as “ slick and a rtificia l,” Time granted th a t the moviemakers, in
places, had been successful.
“ Actress Schell, h olding a hard rein on her sentim ental excesses,
gives a gracious, intelligent perform ance,” Time observed. “ A n d
th ough actor Cooper, when required to produce the piercingly
analytic stare, can do no m ore th a n push o ut his ch in and look as
th ou g h he is about to w h in n y , he demonstrates in a hundred
subtle little platitudes o f the prairie th a t he sure does kn ow his
oats.”
Newsweeky describing The Hanging Tree as “fine fantasy from a
frontier folk tale,” stated th a t although the film offered ample
gunplay, fist fights, gambling scenes and a lynching party, the
underlying m ood was more suggestive o f M a lo ry ’s Morte A rthur
than Bret H arte’s Poker Rat.
“Like all legends o f chivalry, this one shuffles action, poetry,
hum or and a sense o f m orality together in an atmosphere th a t is n ot
quite real and not quite meant to be,” the magazine commented.
H ollis A lp e rt o f Saturday Review yoffended by the m ovie’s theme
song, nevertheless saw good points.
“T/ie Hanging Tree manages to avoid several o f the m ore flagrant
Western cliches,” he noted. “N o t once, for instance, is anyone
offered a horse th a t merely requires extensive breaking in; the
hero and v illa in do n o t shoot it out on a lonely, em pty street in the
last reel; and no one is challenged to d rin k m ore whiskey th a n is
good for h im
”
In the New RepubliCy critic Stanley K auffm ann used T h e Hanging
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Tree and the film version o f A .B . G u th rie Jr.’s These Thousand H ilb
to illustrate some general observations on Westerns. B oth authors,
K auffm ann wrote, had taken considerable pains to reproduce an
era w ith some care, and to avoid the character and story cliches o f
the inferior straight Western.
“In b oth cases,” he added, “the movie-makers have taken just so
m uch o f the historical m ilieu and the o rig in a lity as w ould fit
w ith in the conventional fram ework. They have shown a nose for
whatever o f the tried-and-true lurks in these stories and have used
just enough o f the books’ in d iv id u a lity to distinguish them from
the last Western we saw.”
A lto n C o o k o f the hJew York World'Telegram had more
favorable reactions. He disagreed w ith The Commonweal stating
th a t the movie showed “ unusual concern for the inner workings o f
its characters.” He added th a t The Hanging Tree had “enough sheer
action to qualify for television” and a “m ature attitude” th a t made
it “outstanding in its field.”
A rch e r W insten o f the New York Post also approved, claim ing
th a t The Hanging Tree contained some o f the best pioneer Western
m aterial ever offered by the movies.
Variety praised D irector Delm er Daves’ camera w ork, p o intin g
o ut th a t Daves and his crew did n o t lose a chance to show the
“rugged and beautiful” location backgrounds.
“T he natural splendor o f the W ashington m ountains and forests
is thoroughly exploited in Technicolor, b u t Daves doesn’t allow
his scenes to become such th a t one can’t see the p lo t for the trees,”
Variety commented.
H arrison C a rro ll wrote in the Los Angeles Herald & Express th a t
while it to ok “ a lo t o f picture” to top C a ry C ooper’s classic High
Noon, The Hanging Tree “definitely did it.” C a rro ll said the film was
“ bound to be a box office block-buster.” Bosley C ro w th e r
disagreed, com m enting in The New York Times th a t the picture
was neither “sharp” nor “searching.”
“There is no particular theme or m oral to it, except that bread
cast on the waters w ill be returned,” C ro w th e r wrote. “The h a u n t
ing symbol o f th a t tree, w hich is presented at the outset, is even
neglected u n til the very end.”
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“ Doc” Frail (Gary Cooper) and Elizabeth (Maria Schell) in a scene from
The Hanging Tree.
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Paul V Beckley o f the New York Herald'Tribune agreed w ith
C row ther.
“ Despite the fluent direction by Delm er Daves, w ho showed in
‘3:10 to Yuma’
how tig h t a grip he can get on a tense situa
tio n ,

The Hanging Tree lacks c o n v ic tio n ,” Beckley wrote.

D a \ es has given the picture an undercurrent o f excitement,
b ut the facts d o n ’t bear close exam ination.”
John Beaufort o f The Christian Science M onitor also saw flaws.
A m ong m in o r ones were narrative gaps—“beyond the film
e d ito r’s power to conceal”—and side
“ side-tracked.” Beaufort believed th a t
to details w ould have made the picture
as a “better-than-average” Western to
fro ntie r performances
”

action th a t repeatedly got
although greater attention
more “tig h tly k n it,” it rated
w hich its stars gave “solid

Larry Tajiri noted in The Denver Post that while old-style westerns
had been “pretty elemental, w ith sharp divisions between white
hats and black hats, good guys and bad,” the newer ones had been
“influenced by D r. Freud.” The movie, Tajiri claimed, was an exam
ple o f “psychology on the lone-prairie .
”
The Hanging Tree had been in theaters for fewer than three
weeks when another o f Miss Johnson’s short stories, “The Lady
and the K ille r,” appeared in The Saturday Evening Post (February
21, 1959). In addition, book sales o f The Hanging Tree were
clim bing steadily. T he hard-cover edition had entered a fo u rth
p rin tin g and paperbacks in book stores were m oving rapidly.^
If H o llyw o o d ’s movie had added little to Miss Johnson’s reputa
tio n , her original story had. ha a M arch 30, 1959, cover story on
westerns and the West, Time commented th a t “only since W orld
War II had the cliches been rescued by a serious set o f younger
writers—A .B . G u th rie Jr. (The Way West)y Tom Lea (The Wonderful
Country)y D o ro th y Johnson (The Hanging Tree).” Miss Johnson
responded to the com plim ent in a letter to Time’s editor:
Sir:
Thanks, pardner, for including me as one of the “younger
^Miss Johnson also was selling to Seventeen and True Western Adventures. In
addition, many of her stories continued to be purchased for foreign reprint
and various anthologies.
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writers” of westerns. You make me feel coltish, grav-haired as 1am.
Another vounger”writer, whose book Shane
mentioned
w ith approbation, wasn’t named at all. No story exists w ithout an
author, so let the name Jack Schaefer be blazoned on your pages.
He wrote Shane.
y o u

Occasional setbacks occurred. In the spring o f 1958, Miss
Johnson had w ritte n the script for a musical, “Jack o ’ D iam onds,” at
the suggestion o f M ichael M a rtin Brow n, a New York composer. A
western, “Jack o ’ D iam onds” was set in the non-existent Prickly Pear
M o u nta in s o f M ontana. O n A p ril 4, 1959. B row n arrioed in
Missoula to discuss several script revisions w ith Miss Johnson. T h e
tw o worked diligently, but on A p ril 7, in a letter to M el Ruder con
cerning press association business. Miss Johnson indicated that the
play still needed changes:
“The past three days my collaborator
has been here so we
could work on our musical show. I took most of yesterday off. W ill
take a few days after school is out in June, hole up somewhere and
revise like mad. T h a t’s no way to spend a vacation but I’ve done
it before
Later, B ro w n finished the lyrics and tried to sell the play. W hen,
after m any m onths o f tryin g , he fo un d no backers, “Jack o ’ D ia 
m onds” joined Miss Johnson’s 1939 G reenw ich Village novel in
her “lost cause” file.
A later lost cause was a collection o f short, p ith y, n o n -fictio n
pieces Miss Johnson called Over the Coocoo’s Nest. T h e circum 
stances surrounding the book w ould be a sore spot w ith her for
years after the project had been scrapped:
“ The idea for the book was suggested by Ian Ballantine, presi
dent of Ballantine Books
W hat he had in m ind was the sort
of thing done by Harry Golden of the Carolina Israelite. He
wanted kind of a H arry Golden o f M ontana approach. The idea
tickled me because I had many short pieces that had been in the
Great Falls Tribune. I enjoyed doing them. I sent Ballantine an
outline of what I proposed to write about and that was fine. We
had a contract that paid $500 down
“I spent a year working on that book, revising some old stuff and
writing some new ones. Every once in awhile 1 would write to
Ballantine’s editor and send him one or two o f these to see if I was
on the right track. I asked him to return them w ith his comments.
He never returned a single one and never made a single comment.
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Naturally I assumed everything was all right. I gave him every
chance to say this wasn’t what he had in mind.
“ I got the manuscript typed and sent it away to my agent, who
sent it on to Ballantine. Then, after a long delay, his editor wrote
back and said, very blithely, ‘This isn’t exactly what they had had
in m ind.’ There wasn’t a thing I could do about it
One time
after that, Ballantine phoned from New York to ask if I wanted to
do something for him. I told him no and I told him why. I told him
what his editor had done and that I thought it was outrageous.
Even then—although he said he was sorry things had turned out
that way—he defended his editor, who was his great white hope.
Later the fellow quit him and went to work for another publishing
company
A lth o u g h H ie Hanging Tree had brought Miss Johnson many
tributes, none, perhaps, pleased her as m uch as th a t paid her by
the people o f W hitefrsh, the city she considered her home tow n.
T he W hitefrsh C ham ber o f Commerce began planning for a
celebration soon after the m ovie’s release in February. O n A p ril
24, the eve o f the event. The Whitefish Pilot to ld o f the plans in its
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The Hanging Tree Restaurant and Lounge in Whitefish was named in
honor of Miss Johnson’s book. (Photo by the author)
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lead story:
Whitefish w ill honor its hometown girl who made good on
Saturday afternoon when D orothy M. Johnson returns here after
winning national acclaim as an author of western stories of high
quality
Hailed as one of the finest writers about the American frontier,
Miss Johnson w ill be presented w ith the key to the city by Mayor
Roy D u ff in public ceremonies Saturday at 1 p.m.
Also o n the fro n t page, next to a tw o-colum n picture o f Miss
Johnson, was the follow ing:
P R O C L A M A T IO N !
WHEREAS, one of WRitefish’s own. Miss Dorothy M. Johnson,
who was raised and educated in our community, has achieved
recognition on an international scale and received nation-wide
honor and distinction for her authorship of the book The Hangme,
Tree; and,
W HEREAS, she has brought honor and glory to M ontana and
our community through her fine stories, articles and book; and,
W HEREAS, she has achieved the distinction of, “The most
brilliant woman western taleteller since Mary A ustin ” ; and,
WHEREAS, many of us, who know her personally, are proud
and happy of the success she has achieved and know that she is
worthy and deserving o f the same; and,
WHEREAS, it seems only fitting and proper that we take notice
of such success and achievements and acknowledge our apprecia
tion of the momentous events that have occurred as a result of her
great talents:
N O W , THEREFORE, I, R O Y M . DUFF, as M ayor of the C ity
of Whitefish, do hereby proclaim and designate Saturday, A pril
25, 1959, as and to be “D O R O T H Y JO HNSO N D A Y ” in the
C ity of Whitefish in tribute to her talent and contribution to our
community, and I urge the people of the C ity of Whitefish to
observe “D O R O T H Y JO HNSO N D A Y ” w ith appropriate public
ceremony in recognition of her achievements.
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have hereunto set my hand and
caused the Seal of the C ity o f Whitefish, Montana, to be affixed.
Done at the C ity of Whitefish this 20th of A pril, 1959.
Roy M . Duff, Mayor
1.0. Graff, City Clerk^
Wo add to her honors. Miss Johnson, on A p ril 5, was named one of four
“Women Trail Blazers” during the 28th annual M atrix Table award dinner spon
sored by the University of Montana’s Kappa Chapter of Theta Sigma Phi.

[155]

Publisher Gurney Moss of The Whitefish Pilot introduces Miss Johnson
in front of the Orpheum Theater. A t left is Sterling Rygg, president of
the chamber of commerce. (Photo by iMcy Studio, Whitefish)
The Whitefish Chamber of Commerce sponsored “ Dorothy Johnson
Day” on A pril 25, 1959. A mounted escort met Miss Johnson at the
outskirts of town and took her to the main ceremoney by buggy. In the
background, from left, are David Morris, Elmer Smith, Park Ellis and
Dr. John Whalen. In the rig with the guest of honor is A rt Harlow.
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From left, John Tatsey, nationally known Blackfeet newspaper
correspondent; M ilo Fields, publisher of Browning’s Glacier Reporter;
and Miss Johnson. (Hungry Horse News photo)

Made an honorary member of the Blackfeet Tribe in 1959, Miss Johnson
was given the name Kills-Both-Places.

\
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“D o ro th y Johnson D a y” was an immense success. H undreds o f
W hitefish residents—w ho had bedecked the to w n in a “H anging
Tree” m o tif—greeted Miss Johnson as she rode in a buggy to a plat
form near the O rpheum Theater on C entral Avenue. The buggy
belonged to W hitefish resident A r t H a rlo w , w ho met Miss
Johnson at the outskirts o f to w n to b rin g her to the celebration in
true western fashion. A ccom panying H a rlo w as a m ounted escort
were riders D avid M o rris, D r. John W halen, Park Ellis and Elmer
S m ith, all members o f a local saddle club.
H o ld in g a bouquet o f red roses and the large ceramic key to the
city, Miss Johnson was introduced by her form er boss, G u rnie
Moss o f the Pibt. Num erous speakers paid tributes, as did the
82-piece W hitefish H ig h School band and the V F W D ru m and
Bugle Corps. Several coffee hours ensued, followed by a Founder’s
D ay banquet at Big M o u n ta in chalet and a visit to the O rpheum
to see The Hanging Tree in its last W hitefish screening.
In July 1959, Miss Johnson was honored again, this tim e by the
Blackfeet Indians. O n July 4, during N o rth A m erican Indian Days
in B row ning, M ontana, she and Publisher M ilo Fields o f B row n
ing’s Glacier Reporter were inducted in to the Blackfeet Tribe.
A m o n g the Blackfeet, a name is a th in g o f value and can be given
o nly by someone w ho has a rig h t to it. Miss Johnson’s sponsor,
Charles C ro w C h ie f Reevis, gave her his grandm other’s name,
Nah-chee-kah-poo-neh'kee (Princess Kills-Both-Places). Fields’
sponsor, D aniel B ull Plume Sr., gave Fields the name C h ie f
R u n ning Rabbit.
“I was so pleased w ith m y name, but M ilo —th in kin g his sounded
cowardly—wasn’t a b it pleased,” Miss Johnson said. “I looked his up
in a book about the Blackfeet, though, and found out they once
had an im portant chief by that name. M ilo felt better then.”
T he W in te r 1959 School of Journalism Communique had reported
th a t “unless someone heads her o ff at the pass, this is going to be
quite a year for D o ro th y Johnson.” Indeed, as 1959 ended, the
statement had been proved true.
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by D o ro th y Johnson and published bv D o d d ,
M ead and C om pany in A ugust 1963, contains b rie f
biographies o f 11 fro n tie r peace officers. A im e d at a

juvenile audience, the 151-page volum e marks a m ajor tu rn in g
p o in t in Miss Johnson’s w ritin g career.
A few minutes spent studying a list o f Miss Johnson’s publications
clearly indicates th a t as early as 1958 something was happening to
the A m erican short-story market. Miss Johnson still was w ritin g
and selling fiction, b u t for previously unpublished sales no year in
the late 1950s had produced the k in d o f results she had enjoyed
th roughout the 1940s and in to 1950. There were abundant sales in
the late 50s, b u t they were previously published stories th a t were
enjoying immense popularity b o th in European and A m erican
anthologies and in European magazines. T his trend culm inated in
1960, when every story Miss Johnson sold went for reprint rights.^
Miss Johnson had been slow in recognizing the situation:
“1 must have been asleep for a couple of years there. There
finally was a realization that I just wasn’t selling short stories any
more and that maybe 1better find something else to do. A fter all,
if you’re going to be a writer you have to be published somewhere.
“The realization should have come before it did. A friend who
lived in Missoula at that time had published a lot of books for
children, but the juvenile field had such a cloud over it. It was
something people apologized for because a lot of people write
Txamples: Indian Country published in England by Andre Deutsch; The
Hanging Tree published in England (second time) by Corgi Books; “Scars of
H onor” in Out West, anthology published in England, and “ A M an Called
Horse,” Hilton Bedside Book.
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children’s books who can't write anything else. As a result, many
children’s books are bad. It was something I really didn’t want to
get into, but I went to the children’s room at the public library and
looked things over and discovered that some very well-known
writers were writing children’s books.
“I decided it probably wasn’t going to ruin any reputation I had
acquired if I tried it. I began trying to find out what there might be
a market for. I discovered that my agent, with whom I’d been deal
ing for years, had a special department with a woman who
handled only children’s books.”
T h a t she had n o t immediately noticed the deteriorating shortstory m arket probably is more attributable to Miss Johnson’s
schedule than to lack o f awareness. Aside from considerable
night-tim e article w riting, her duties w ith the press association and
those as an assistant professor o f journalism , she had undertaken a
vigorous crusade against carbon-m onoxide poisoning. A rm ed
w ith volum inous in form a tion she had gathered from highway
patrols, the N ational Safety C o u ncil and other agencies, she spoke
and wrote frequently on the subject. A m o n g her earliest talks was
one on February 22, I960, to the Missoula Lions C lub. She to ld
the group her close call in July 1958 had aroused her anger and
th a t if something th a t could n o t be seen or smelled had caused her
to crash, it could do the same to other drivers.
“I’m tired o f news stories in w hich a deputy sheriff is quoted as
saying the driver must have gone to sleep,” she said. “M aybe he
did. But if carbon m onoxide got him , he went in to an abnormal,
deadly sleep—total black unconsciousness. A n d he needn’t have
died.”
Sadness, too, was a part o f Miss Johnson’s life in 1960. O n
December 28, tw o days before her 81st b irth da y anniversary, M a ry
Louisa A lger died at D aly M em orial Hospital in H a m ilto n . From
the early 1940s, except for the tw o and one-half years she had lived
in the Stevensville nursing home, she had been a com panion and
confidante—and the most loyal o f fans—to her daughter. For her
part. Miss Johnson had sacrificed often to accommodate her
m other. T h ro ug h the years, b o th had adjusted to the physical and
social disadvantages o f living together.
For several reasons—namely the need to earn a living and w hat
she considered her responsibilities to her m other—Miss Johnson
[ 160]

never had done the traveling she had wanted to do since her
girlhood. T hus, in the summer o f 1961, she flew to the B ritish Isles
and Greece. T he latter was the trip ’s high point:
“1 had a wonderful teacher in college named W.P. Clark. He
taught Latin and Greek, neither of which 1 wanted to take
because of the horrible time I’d had w ith Latin in high school.
“1 wished later 1 had taken them. He taught another course
called Influence of the Classics on English Literature. 1 don’t
remember a thing about it except that he was in love w ith ancient
Greece and he made all of us love it, too. The first time 1 could
afford to go to Europe, Greece was where 1 wanted to go.”
W h ile in Greece, Miss Johnson enlarged bv one her fine collec
tio n o f pistols. She visited the flea m arket in A th e n s w ith a friend,
Doreen Magazian, spotted an antique pistol and bought it.
Im m ediately she was confronted w ith the problem o f getting it o ut
o f the country:
“When I got back to the hotel 1gave the pistol to the desk clerk
and asked him to mail it to me in Missoula. He sent it over to the
post office w ith a bell boy, who came back w ith the news that the
post office wouldn’t accept it for mailing because it was an
archeological treasure. That upset me terribly because 1 didn’t
want to lose the money. 1wanted to take the gun, but on the other
hand I didn’t know what they did to people who tried to smuggle
something like that out. If it was an archeological treasure they
shouldn’t have been selling it in the flea market anyhow.
“I h it the roof and phoned everybody I knew who spoke
English. They all thought it was terribly funny and they laughed
merrily. I remember pacing back and forth in the lobby of the
Athenia Palace Hotel w ith a bell boy by my side patting me and
saying, ‘There, there, madame, not worry, not worry.’ The con
cierge, kind of a sour fellow, said, ‘Madame, why not put it in your
suitcase?’ 1told him the authorities might open it and that I might
go to jail. He shrugged his shoulders.
“1 paced some more w ith the help of the bell boy and finally
thought, ‘Well, a Greek jail is not a place where I want to spend
very much time, but maybe nobody w ill even notice.’ This was my
first trip and I didn’t know how customs operated. Scared to
death, I wrapped the pistol in my spare girdle and put it in my suit
case w ith everything else. Nobody opened the suitcase and
nobody cared in Greek Customs. As my Athenian friend said,
‘A nything is all right as long as you don’t try to steal the
Parthenon.’
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A tourist with sore feet, Miss Johnson takes five near the Bay of St. Paul
and the village of Lindos on the island of Rhodes while on a European
trip in the early 1970s.
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“When 1 got to London nobody there opened my suitcase,
either. But when I got to the U nited States, there, of course, thev
made me open them. The customs man started looking through
the one and he saw the pistol and his eves got bigger and bigger. I
had it listed w ith my purchases, so I wasn’t trying to sneak
anything in. I had unwrapped it from the girdle. Then he said,
‘Hey, ]oe!’ 1 was frantic. A ll he wanted from ]oe was to know
whether this was legally an antique. Joe said it was. I not only got
to bring it in but it was not even dutiable.”
Miss Johnson flew to Missoula and was back at her press
association job the follow ing M o n d a y m orning. A t about 10 a.m.,
she looked up fro m her w o rk and was startled to see a Misseuila
police officer in her doorway:
“He asked if I was D orothy Johnson. I said, ‘Yes, and whatever it
is I didn't do it because I’ve been out of the country for three
weeks.’ I saw what he had in his hand and it said ‘warrant for
arrest’ in big, black type. Then I did get scared.
“It turned out he was looking for another D orothy Johnson,
who had 14 unpaid parking tickets. He had stopped in at the print
shop on the main floor and the boys there had been \ ery helpful
in telling him exactly how to get to my office. When I found out
about the parking tickets I was very helpful in telling him where
the other D orothy Johnson lived
“Having that policeman waltz in there right after I got home
had made me th in k that Interpol had been right on the job.”
Early in 1953, R ichard Tyre, chairm an o f the English depart
m ent o f the G erm antow n, Pennsylvania, Friends School, wrote in
a note to teachers and parents at the fro n t o f Miss Johnson’s Indian
Country: “ ‘T h e M a n W h o S hot L ib erty Valance’ is perfect for a
H o llyw o o d western and it w ould make a fine class exercise to tu rn
it in to one.” W hether Tyre’s pupils u ndertook such a pro du ctio n is
n o t kn o w n . However, John Ford did. Ford was a director for
H o lly w o o d ’s Param ount Studio, w h ich had bought “ L ib e rty
Valance” from Miss Johnson early in I96I By O ctober o f th a t
year, he and a h a lf dozen stars—John Wayne, James Stewart, Vera

^Ford won an Oscar in 1935 for “The Informer” and also considerable
acclaim for “ Stagecoach" and “ She Wore a Yellow Ribbon.” Before its
publication in Indian Country, “The M an W ho Shot Liberty Valance” had
appeared in June 1949 Cosmopolitan.
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M iles, Lee M a rv in , E dm ond O ’Brien and Lee Van Cleef—were
well in to the production.^
^Wayne played Tom Doniphon, who Miss Johnson had called Bert
Barricune. Stewart played Ranse Stoddard, who Miss Johnson had called
Ransome Foster. M arvin played Liberty Valance, a hired gunslinger who is
the terror of a western community. The movie was released in A p ril 1962.

y

John Wayne as Tom Doniphon in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.
The inscription reads, “ Dear Dorothy Johnson: Have you any one else
you want shot?”
^
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S
James Stewart, who appeared as Ranse Stoddard in The M an Who Shoe
Libert}' Valance.
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Lee Marvin as Liberty Valance in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.
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In September 1961, Miss Johnson—w ith President J.E. C o rre tte
o f the M o n ta n a Power C o m p a ny and Frederick G reenw ood, a
retired ban ke r—received the U n i\e rs itv o f M o n ta n a A lu m n i
Distinguished Service Aw ard, given annually d u rin g the school’s
H om ecom ing acti\ ities. T h e award recognized graduates o r
form er students w ho, by distinguished service to the university,
the state or the n a tio n , had b ro u g h t h o n o r to the school and to
themselves.
Miss Johnson’s 10 days in Greece in 1961 convinced her o f one
th ing : She had to return. T h is she did in the summer o f 1962, a
trip th a t resulted in her fifth book, Greece: Wonderland of the Ptot
and Present. A b o u t the book, an illustrated description o f Greece
fo r younger readers. Miss Johnson commented:
“When 1 left on the trip 1 had the book in mind. Although I
didn't have a contract, Dodd, Mead was interested. 1knew that if I
was going to buy pictures for it
I’d have to get them in Greece.
“I hunted photographers w ith the help of a young, Englishspeaking friend who lives in Athens. I looked through the pictures
taken by the man we chose and ordered what I thought would be
needed for the book, which wasn’t even written. When I told him
what I needed, he said he was sorry but he couldn't possibly get all
those prints made in the time I had left in Greece. Then, when he
started adding up how much he was going to get, he decided he
could.”
Flying home aboard a Pan A m erican jet. Miss Johnson did a full
day’s w o rk, using her shorthand notes to w rite captions for the
th ic k p o rtfo lio o f photographs she had purchased.
M iss Johnson was n o t especially pleased w ith

Greece:

Wonderland of the Fast and Present w hen it was published in 1964.
She had n o t agreed w ith D o d d, M ead’s editor o n how it should be
w ritte n and had felt u n d u ly restricted in its preparation.
Miss Johnson’s sixth book, published by H o u g h to n M ifflin in
1964 as a result o f her travels to Greece, was a ch ild re n ’s novel.
Farewell to Troy. U sing the T rojan War for background and
characters, she to ld o f a young grandson o f K in g Priam w ho, on
an odyssey th a t leads h im th ro u g h ancient Greece, sets o ut to seek
a new Troy. The Commonweal called the novel “ringing dram a,”
while the Chicago Tribune referred to it as “ an excellent book, shot
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through w ith hum or and so readable th a t it w ill delight even those
who th in k they d o n 't like historical fic tio n .” The best “review,”
perhaps, came from a Springfield, Massachusetts, school boy. His
letter, addressed to “Dear Miss D o ro th y Johnson,” appears exactly
as it was w ritten:
I enjoyed your book thoroughly and I consider it one o f the best
book I ever read. The detail was excellent and the way the book
was set up was good and the plot was exciting. I have read many
book of Troy but yours was the best. The duel between Hector
and Achilles was discribed beautifully. I am looking for more of
your books and hope they are as good as the book I just read,
Farcudl to Troy.
Your fan,
Paul Sandberg
Miss Johnson’s enthusiasm for books and libraries had never
lagged. If anything, because o f the extensive research she did, her
reading had increased through the years. T his dedication to books
started her, in the m id 1960s, on w hat w ould become an extended
series o f talks in behalf o f libraries and th eir resources. She
presented one o f the first o f these in 1964, speaking on A p ril 16 to
the Friends o f the Great Falls Public Library."^TTae emphasis o f her
talk was on her belief in the im portance o f reading—“whether
trash or Toynbee.”
“I’m here, ” she said, “because I’m a friend o f the lib ra ry—just
about any library that w ill let me get at its books.”
In June 1964, one o f the worst floods in M o ntana history
occurred in the northwestern and north-central portions o f the
state. The result o f unusually heavy snowfall in early M ay and from
two to five inches o f rain early in June, the flood claimed 33 lives
and caused an estimated $62 m illion in damage in northwestern
M ontana alone.

'*Miss Johnson had become an increasingly popular after-dinner speaker. In
addition to Friends of the Library talks throughout the state, she was to
address groups ranging from the Montana Home Economics Association to
a Jaycee chapter at the Montana State Prison. She entitled each of her talks,
“ How to Get on a Horse.” She explained that the title gave her plenty of
latitude in preparing her remarks and saved her the trouble of thinking of
new titles.
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O n M o n d a y evening, June S, Publisher M e l Ruder o f The
Hungry Horse Hews learned th a t the flood situation had created a
crisis. He telephoned the ow ner o f S tation K G E Z in Kalispell so
listeners could be alerted, then set out to cov er the storv. A year
later—because o f the energy and talent he displayed and because
o f a n o m in a tin g letter from D o ro th v Johnson—he w ould w in the
Pulitzer Prize for local reporting. Some excerpts .from Miss
Johnson’s letter described b o th R uder’s coverage and Ruder
himself:
Mel stayed up all night to give bulletins to the radio station,
which competes w ith him for advertising.
He flew over flooded areas in Glacier N ational Park in a rented
plane. When he couldn’t rent a plane, he begged a ride in one. He
took pictures, developed and printed them in hi< own darkroom,
and had his engravings made in Kalispell, 16 miles away.
Late on press day, he learned that an accident had occurred. He
went after the story and had it in print three hours later
His
press normally turns out 3,900 copies. This time he ordered 5,800.
The disaster grew. He found a boat and took pictures in the
flood. He brought out a Saturday paper, too. This time he threw
out the advertising. He dedicated himself to covering the news for
his readers.
O n some of his news-and-picture expeditions he drove his car
on the railroad track because the road was washed out.
Mel covered the story for Associated Press and telephoned late
news to some of the dailies.
O n Monday, The Hungry Horse News came out for the th ird
time in one week w ith more news. A fter his two printers had run a
total of 12,550 copies for that week, Mel started working on the
next Friday’s paper
Mel’s pictures make other photographers envious. For him, the
shadows, the mountain goats and even the mountains somehow
move around into the right place! O f course to achieve this, he ven
tures into some untenable positions w ith his heavy press
camera
When Mel started his own newspaper, he had never worked on
one. He had $4,000 saved from his Navy pay and employment with
Westinghouse, but that wasn’t enough to buy a paper in a thriving
town. He saw an opportunity in Columbia Falls, where four
previous newspapers had failed; he took a chance that the construc
tion of Hungry Horse Dam would bring at least temporary
prosperity. Later, when the dam was finished, he could have been
finished, too, but he had worked hard and long to bring an
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aluminum plant—permanent industry—to Columbia Falls. He
deserves credit not only for a good newspaper but for reviving a
community that for decades had been half dead.
Ruder never learned w ho placed second in the 1965 Pulitzer com
petition for local reporting. He still believes, however, that the judg
ing was so close that Miss Johnson’s letter made the difference.
“ It was a fine, fine letter,” he said. “She had a sense o f the
dram atic and nobody else could have w ritte n th a t letter.”
In the summer o f 1965 Miss Johnson went to Europe for the
th ird time. O n a jet somewhere between Lisbon and L o n d o n —
and then at the latter’s Strand Palace H o tel—she recorded some
impressions o f her travels. H er comments appeared in Montana
Fourth Estate under the headline “Notes on the F ourth o f July”:
The Portuguese captain of this plane just said the temperature in
London is 50 degrees. T h at’ll be a nice change. Last week in
Seville it was 122. I considered trying to sneak back into the
cathedral after dark to sleep on the floor near the metal casket that
holds the bones of the late Christopher Columbus. It was
probably only 110 degrees there.
I’ve eaten cous-cous in Morocco, barnacles in Lisbon, ripe figs
in Algeciras (they taste like sunshine), kangaroo-tail soup in
Amsterdam and so much chicken that I’m haunted by indignant
clucking. It will be good to get home to my own haphazard cook
ing and enough green salad.
Too bad barnacles are so scarce in Montana. They’re served in a
great clump, boiled in sea water. You twist off the top of each one
and reveal an object like a stout rubber band. It tastes a lot better
than it looks.
The stewardess just said we’re over the Bay of Biscay.
Spain has seen the last of me, but Portugal is a dream. A n old
lady helped me across a busy street in Lisbon, lecturing volubly
about (I suppose) the hazards of traffic.
Next time I feel sorry for myself because there are so many
Dorothy Johnsons, I’ll remember tbat Maria Duarte has worse
problems. I counted 84 of her in the Lisbon telephone directory!
Thirty-five minutes to London. Land—the British Isles?—has
appeared dimly down below, along with a rainbow.
Just read an international edition of the New York Times. Good
to know what the problems are back home in America. Got a
London paper last week, but can’t tell which side to be on in their
public fights.
Two more days and I can find out what’s going on in Montana.
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Reading matter got so scarce that I \va> reduced to trying to
translate travel folders in Portuguese.
Four objects below are certainly ships, so we aren’t o\er land.
Presumably the plane captain knows where he’s going.
Wish I’d studied geography harder back in the Wdaitefish Public
Schools. But the boundaries have changed any wav, principal
products always bored me and we even seem to have more con
tinents than I recall memorizing.
Land ahead, and we re slanting down. But in England I’ll still be
a foreigner.
London A irport: In M adrid the other day there was sudden
flurry at the airport and squeals of “ Beatles! Beatles!” Debarking
from a flight coming in from Paris were a dozen businessmen try
ing to look unassociated with the entourage surrounding some
hairy apparitions that were, I suppose, Beatles.
Here, the observation roof is jammed w ith waiting watchers,
and a big sign says, “1say, it’s absolutely spiffing to have you home
again, chaps.”
Strand Palace Hotel: Four years ago I decided that Brown’s
Hotel was too grand for me. Now I th in k that nothing is, really.
This one is just as expensive, but the service is poor and the hall
porter is surly.
A head waiter seated a bunch of us colonials together—two
women from Pennsylvania heading for Russia, three from
Austreyelia escaping their winter by heading for N o rth America,
and me. The Australians’ travel agent has them booked into
Buffalo for three days, poor things. It takes half a day at most to
look at Niagara Falls.
Maybe I’m tipping too low or too high, but I cannot figure any
percentage of shillings and pence or even identify the coins here.
The Australians said they’re changing to the decimal system next
year. South Africa has already done it very successfully.
Trafalgar Square: Fountains, pigeons and Lord Nelson in wellearned bronze majesty on an immensely high column. A t the
column’s base is a swarm of teenagers who resemble maggots more
than any other human beings I’ve ever seen.
They all wear pants, shoulder-length hair and no makeup. You
can’t tell the gruesome boys from the ghastly girls. Was it to
produce horrors like these that their parents suffered through six
years o f war?
A public meeting is in progress, quietly guarded by dozens of
competent-looking bobbies. There are lots o f banners. Several
identify chapters of the Young Communist League. One says
“ Anarchists Against Tyranny.” A neglected elderly fellow in a
business suit has a sign advising “Get ready—Jesus is coming.”
A man w ith an American accent is making a rabble-rousing
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speech over a p.a. system. He says his name is Cipriano and he’s
from San Francisco. He’s talking about “President Johnson’s
barbarous war in Vietnam” and saying that the press of the
United States is distorting the facts.
Listen
Why, that scoundrel is attacking my country—and
his—on its birthday! Here’s what I wish for him: That he should
spend the rest of his life wanting to go home and never getting
there.
Last Independence Day, at the Indian Pow-Wow at Arlee, I
heard Chief Walking Mouse make a good patriotic speech.
Strand Palace Hotel; Down, blood pressure. Let’s th in k of
pleasanter things. N ot of the Emperatriz Hotel in Madrid, where I
waited six hours in the lobby to get into the room they had
reserved, but of the funny Barbary apes on Gibraltar and how
every guide on a IZ-day bus tour appeared right on schedule.
O f the Arabs at Xauen in Morocco, straight out of National
Geographic, and the tourist who muttered, “I’ve seen at least half
the Forty Thieves already.” O f the chanting that woke me there
around three in the morning so I thought a bunch of the boys had
decided to charm a cobra, but it was only the muezzin at the
mosque, calling the Moslem faithful to prayer.
O f the man in jellabah and fez who said in Tangiers, “Come wiz
me to ze Casbah,” so I went, with six other ladies, and it turned
out to be the king’s palace but he wasn’t home.
O f flying from Vancouver to Amsterdam in nine hours and
looking down on Iceland. Probably the Icelanders love it. O f two
busy, happy days in Amsterdam collecting material for a
magazine article with the help of competent hostesses from the
local tourist bureau.
N ot of the horrors of bull fights but of the reflection that this is
some improvement over the Inquisition, during which thousands
of people were burned to death in the name of God in the public
square of Madrid. O f the charm o f Portugal and a fairy-tale castle
at Pena that should be used for a movie set.
O f the occasions when my scraps of Spanish actually worked,
but not of those when somebody responded with a volley of
which I couldn’t understand one word. O f the time when,
wanting my two red suitcases (maletas), I bewildered a porter by
demanding two red lards (matecas).
Nine o’clock, and it’s not dark yet here in England. Fourth of
July, and of course the heating system doesn’t work, so I’ll go to
bed wearing the sweater I bought four years ago today in
Edinburgh. Tomorrow I’ll go home. What a lovely place that is!
Miss Johnson’s seventh book, a series o f short biographies about
frontier women entitled Some Went Westy was in stores by the fall o f
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1965. Published bv D o d d , M ead and w ritte n for girls, Some Went
West was well received bv critics and customers alike. K en n e th
H u ffo rd com m ented in the Christian Science Monitor:
In this book
Miss Johnson vividly tells the stories of a
number of courageous women who made the arduous trip
west
She gi\ es an excellent description of wagon train travel
and the grueling daily chores which these women took for
granted
Montana, The Magazine of Western History published a review by
Therese Westermeier, a form er in stru cto r at the U n ive rsity o f
C o lo ra d o and a u th o r o f several articles concerning the social
history o f the West. D escribing the book as “ delightful and highly
n arra tive,” she comm ented:
Miss Johnson has a distincti\ e feminine flair for portraying the
woman’s angle, which makes for a \ erv sympathetic understand
ing of the countless “little things” so dear to a woman’s heart,
whether she lives in luxury or in a log cabin.
W ith a note telling her to “ pray th a t the newspaper strike
doesn’t spoil things,” Rosemary Casey o f D o d d , M ead sent Miss
Johnson a copy o f a review scheduled for The New York Times:
Some Went West, built on solid research and not fictionalized at
all, treats of a variety of female pioneers
By including a
wealth of significant detail and drawing heavily on her heroine’s
own stories, the author admirably recreates the early West from a
feminine viewpoint
A lth o u g h the review d id n o t make the Times, sales o f Some Went
West continued to ru n high enough to elicit another memo fro m
Rosemary Casey:
SING O U T FOR BOOKS! For Some Went West in particular.
Enclosed find the fourth and fifth major reviews on this book, and
all favorable. T h in k we could do a Some More Went West, or Some
Went Wester? I’m just as pleased as I can be, and so happy for you.^
^She gave the manuscript of Some Went West to the University o f M ontana
Friends of the Library for the Northwest history collection. Her eighth book,
Flame on the Frontier, was published in July 1967. It contained short stories of
pioneer women. A ll but one—“Virginia C ity W inter”—had been published
before (“Flame on the Frontier,” “Journey to the Fort,” “ Beyond the
Frontier,” “ Lost Sister,” “A Wonderful Woman” and “ A Woman of the
West”).
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Just as she had been doing since the early 1930s, Miss Johnson
continued to do her ow n w ritin g at night. By 1966 she had turned
almost exclusively to articles and books ow ing to the decline in the
short'Story market:
“ Collier s and The Saturday Evening Post had competed vigor
ously for short fiction. They competed by paying substantial sums
of money to writers. But Collier s died, and the Post almost did. In
its convulsi\ e effort to maintain life, the Post changed its editorial
policy violently and often.
“It went in for stories 1 didn’t want to read, let alone write. And
there was Cosnwpolitan, never a top market, but it did buy a story of
mine occasionally.
The magazine’s whole function now is to
advise its female readers how to trap the wily male, and since a lot
of women want to know. Cosmopolitan is prospering without me.”
A m o n g Miss Johnson’s last short stories to appear in a m ajor
A m erican magazine was “T he Ten-Pound Box o f C a n d y,”
published in the A p ril 1966 issue o f McCaWsT
Miss Johnson had w ritte n “The Ten-Pound Box o f C a n d y”
several years earlier b u t had added it to her “lost cause” file in the
belief th a t it was too long. She had to rewrite it, b u t the effort
b rought a $2,000 check.
H ad it n o t been for physical ailments. Miss Johnson m ight have
continued for several more years the pace she had set in 1953.
A lth o u g h the thou g ht had occurred to her, it was her doctor who
finally to ld her she w ould have to reduce her activity w ith the
press association, the School o f Journalism (where she continued
to teach the magazine sequence), or in her w riting. To Miss
Johnson, one th in g was indispensable:
“I couldn’t quit writing; that was what I was working for. I just
couldn’t give that up
I decided to quit the press association
but to continue teaching. I didn’t see how I could afford to drop
my entire assured income. Those paychecks coming in regularly
were awfully nice.”
M a kin g it clear she w ould remain u n til the executive committee
found a replacement. Miss Johnson resigned as secretary-manager
^Her previously published stories continued to enjoy great popularity in
foreign magazines and numerous anthologies. In addition, Indian County was
in its third printing in England.
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o f the press association in December 1966.
O n M a rc h 22, 1967, Helen M . Peterson o f H a rd in , th en presi
dent o f the association, announced th a t R obert E. M ille r o f
Helena w ould take over the post. M ille r, w ho retired A p ril 1 as
e ditor o f the Helena Independent Record, began his duties A p ril 15
and the association’s offfice was m oved to Helena.
In M a rc h , Miss Johnson had assembled the m aterial for her
fin a l issue o f Montana Fourth Estate. The issue appeared in A p ril
and contained an e ditorial in w h ich “ A u n t D o ro th v ” said goodbv:
This is my last issue of Montana Fourth Estate. M y fir<t one was
A p ril 1953 and 1 forgot to put mv name on the masthead.
Now, in my 169th issue, I don’t mind admitting that 1 write
poor heads (this is not just my own prejudiced opinion) and ha\ e
no talent for pasting up a dummy.
But I’m going to miss a privilege that I’ve enjoyed for fourteen
years—that of sounding off in print w ith nobody to warn, “You
shouldn’t say that!”
I’ll miss more about this job than editing the magazine, but let’s
be brief about that lest 1drip a tear and you-all catch on that A u n t
D orothy loves you.
Robert E. M ille r, M P A ’s new secretary-manager, called his
final editorial in the Helena Independent Record “ We Lay Down
O u r Pen.”
George Remington, his successor there, called his first editorial
“We Take U p O ur Pen.”
Bob M iller w ill pick up his pen again w ith the May issue of
Fourth Estate.
D on’t let any of us kid you. Messrs. M iller and Remington
actually use typewriters, like anybody else. A n d although I’m call
ing this a swan song, 1 sing like an English sparrow.
Dorothy Johnson

Because her health had continued to deteriorate. Miss Johnson
also resigned fro m the U n ive rsity faculty in June 1967 There was
no particular income problem since, to supplement her numerous
royalties. Miss»Johnson had purchased stocks and various rental
properties in Missoula.
T h e sentiments o f John F Kavanagh and R ichard A . M a u ritson o f The Shelby (M ontana) Promoter were typical o f publishers
th ro u g h o u t the state as Miss Johnson stepped dow n:
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This week is indeed a regrettable one for members of the
Montana Press Association. The association’s secretary-manager,
D orothy M . Johnson, well-known Montana author, journalism
teacher and a good friend to all newspapermen, w ill drop the reins
o f her dedicated work on behalf o f the Fourth Estate and devote full
time to writing more great books.
“ A u n t D orothy”
has delighted press association members
with her wit, gaiety and fervor at meetings, in weekly bulletins and
in the association’s m onthly magazine . .
She will be greatly missed, but we look forward to her future
published works, which are sure to be among the greatest.
In her 14 years w ith the press association and 13 w ith the
U n ive rsity o f M ontana, Miss Johnson earned the esteem o f
friends and colleagues. Billings cartoonist Stan Lynde, creator o f
Rick O ’Shay, thou g ht highly o f her w o rk long before he met her
in a Billings hotel during one o f her 1964 speaking engagements:
“Dorothy has a remarkable mind, great talent and a really
amazing understanding o f people. Her w riting seems to me
not so much the telling o f stories, but the sharing o f personal
experience. Her male characters ring as true to me as do her
females, a rare gift in women writers.
“1 th in k Dorothy is one of the finest writers of western fiction
I’ve ever read. She writes the kind of fiction that is told so truly
that it often becomes more ‘true’—or better reflects how it really
was—than actual historical fact
”
C om m ented Helen Peterson o f the H a rd in (M ontana) Tribune'
Herald:
“1 knew Dorothy Johnson only by correspondence before the
Montana Press Association convention of 1959, held in Yellow
stone Park just after Montana’s most recent and destructive
earthquake.
“1had just come back to the newspaper business after a ten-year
‘vacation.
’ 1felt a little strange in the business and just a little
green—and 1 was in awe of Dorothy.
“The awe vanished long before the convention was over. But the
admiration 1 have for her has been growing ever since. Nothing
daunted her—not the earthquake (which was still shaking us up a
little), not even the fact that a fire started in the Lake Hotel right in
the middle of a business meeting. Her hands might tremble a little,
but her voice was steady as a rock. No matter what happened,
Dorothy managed to say something that made it awfully
funny
Certainly a bat that invaded her room one year at East
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Glacier
didn't ruffle her composure. She’d gotten a choice
room at the hotel and was soon commenting that she sup^x'tsed the
bat was just another special feature ,
“A u n t D orothy scolded her editors (as circumstances warranted),
stiffened their spines and often encouraged them to do just a little
better than thev had been doing betore. X o matter what vou did,
Dorothy was there with a pat on the hack.
“ She is one of the best one-woman audiences I ’ve ever
encountered, and she could be depended on to sav the one thing
that would bolster your ego the most
“D orothy has met illness with great courage and she’s overcome
some tremendous obstacles. Through it all she’s kept the most
delightful sense of hum or to be found anywhere in the continen
tal limits of the United States—or in Alaska or Hawaii for that
matter
“Though I lost my awed feeling in D orothv’s presence, I cer
tainly didn’t lose my respect for her.
V irg in ia G e hre tt, wife o f Publisher J.O. G e hre tt o f The Silver
State Post in Deer Lodge, commented:
“D orothy Johnson was our house guest on the occasion of her
talk to prisoners at our state institution
She had a full-time
audience in our three children. She didn’t let them down. The
dinner hour was consumed w ith stories of Liver Eating Johnson
and other non-gastronomical characters
It seems rare to
find a person w ith her story-telling ability who also could handle
as ‘rare’ and diversified group as M ontana’s newspapermen with
tact and patience.
Professor W arren J. Brier, named dean o f the M o n ta n a School
o f Journalism in 1968, met Miss Johnson w hen he joined the
school’s staff in 1962:
“ She did not match the image of the woman I had conjured up
in my mind, the writer of western stories. I th in k it was because
she was smaller and a little older. Somehow she d idn’t look like
the kind of person who would be w riting about gun fights and so
on
The first thing I ever read that she wrote
was an
article in the first Montana Journalism Review, a history of
M ontana’s first newspaper, The Montana Post. It was a
fascinating article and she had dispelled several myths about the
paper
As to historical accuracy, her research is magnificent
and greatly detailed. I have an idea that for any book she has
w ritten she probably found enough material for three books.
She simply refines it and takes the best of it.”
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Brier said Miss Johnson usually was the final a u th o rity when
differences o f o p in io n arose in the journalism school over points o f
w riting, grammar and editing:
“ D o ro th y always had the definitive answer, in my opinion.
W hen these controversies w ould come up, I w ould im m ediately
go dow n to her office for her view point. T h a t was good enough for
me because she knew her w ritin g
There was no question
about it.”

In B rier’s o pinion . Miss Johnson’s greatest co n trib u tio n to the
School o f Journalism was her experience:
“ She was teaching magazine article w ritin g , and w hile she was
teaching it she was practicing it. She was selling articles, books
and short stories.
H er eminence as an a u th o rity on the sub
ject was such th a t you co uld n ’t question it. You co uld n ’t even
begin to question it because she could wave a $2,500 check at
you
. O th e r th an her experience, just having her around was
delightful. She always seemed to be in good hum or and always
had a fu nn y story to tell. It was fun being around her
She
was always busy, too. In the entire tim e I knew her around the
school, I d o n ’t believe I ever saw her when she wasn’t
occupied

N athaniel B. Blumberg, form er dean o f the school, commented
on Miss Johnson’s w riting:
“ H er greatest virtue is sim plicity—very simple sentences and
d ire c t, m a rve lo u s c o n tr o l o f m o o d , e n v iro n m e n t and
characterization
She eliminates unnecessary words and has
a crisp, clear style.”

He said o f her years in the journalism school and the press
association:
“ She made it possible for the school to offer a highly qualified
instructor in the magazine sequence w ith o u t having to take on
someone else to handle other areas. We needed versatility on the
staff and she took the magazine sequence requirements o ff our
hands
“ A s secretary-manager o f the press association, she often
smoothed over ruffled feelings and elim inated misunderstandings
th a t w ould crop up between members o f the state’s press and the
School o f Journalism
“ D o ro th y has very strong feelings about M ontana. She was
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gone for years, but she wasn’t one of those hypocrites who talk
about what a marvelous place M ontana is but somehow manage
to live elsewhere. D orothy came back. She’s a real M ontanan who
feels very much at home here. I th in k everybody feels very much
at home w ith her, too.”
D u rin g her years on the campus. Miss Johnson frequently hiked
and played hearts w ith a group o f faculty members th a t included
Professor R obert M . Burgess. Burgess com m ented:
“D orothy was a regular hearts player for a long time. We played
during the noon hour. You could always hear D orothy
laughing.
. How she loves to laugh! Some people laugh but it
is not out of m irth. When D orothy laughs she is really amused.
She had a wonderful laugh and always was fun to be around.”
If Miss Johnson was slowing her pace, it was n o t noticeable. O n
M a y 5, 1967, she was in Jackson, W yom ing, to address a tri-state
lib ra ry conference. Tw o weeks later she was in Banff, A lberta,
Canada, to speak to delegates to the C entennial Conference on
the H isto ry o f the C anadian West. W ith in tw o m onths o f th a t
speech, her next book. W itch Princess, was receiving favorable
reviews. Published by H o u g h to n -M ifflin , it was followed the same
year by Flame on the Frontier, published by D o d d, Mead.

Miss Johnson in the early 1960s.
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Miss Johnson was proud of her pistol collection.
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C H A P T E R

F O U R T E E N

The Gentle Critic
A G A Z I N E EDITORS WTRE NOT THE ONLY
persons w ith w hom D o ro th v Johnson conferred
before re tu rn in g to M o n ta n a in the fall o f 1950. She
also w rote to several N ew York newspaper bookreview editors offering her services as a reviewer o f books about
the West. Despite Beulah Bunny Tells A ll, some 35 short stories and
dozens o f articles to her credit, she was n o t considered widely
enough k n o w n and was ignored. O n ly after the p ublication o f
Indian Country three years later d id the situation change. Requests
for her opinions began m ounting.
A m o n g the first books Miss Johnson reviewed were H o w a rd
Pecklam’s Captured by Indians and D aniel W . W hetstone’s Frontier
Editor. She reviewed b o th fo r Montana, The Magazine of Western
History, the form er in July 1955, the latter in the W in te r 1957
e d itio n . E xcerpts fro m her co m m e n ta ry o n Frontier E ditor
illustrate the tone o f her subsequent reviews:
This is not just another book o f personal reminiscences by
another country editor—it is a history of economic change
w ritten by a man who was and is keenly aware o f the meaning o f
events. The C utbank Pioneer Press has recorded up-and-down
history, near ruin, and present prosperity
Seldom does a book o f facts contain so many good stories of
oddballs and their antics as does this one. The stories about real
people (who presumably won’t sue the author because they are
either illiterate or dead) make Frontier Editor brisk reading even for
those who don’t care much about history. This is a hell-forleather, ripsnortin’, really readable book about the dramatic
interim years between open range rascality and “civilized” respec
tability which allegedly followed. It’s as fresh and warm as next
spring’s chinook!
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W hen Miss Johnson reviewed fiction, she studied the characters
to see if they seemed real. She had to determine if the story sounded
plausible. It was the exception, n o t the rule, for her to severely
criticize an a u th o r’s efforts. In most o f her reviews, she seems to
have remembered the adage, “If you can’t say something nice
about someone, d o n ’t say anything at a ll.” Miss Johnson said:
“There was one book I didn’t like one bit but I never did say the
nasty things I was thinking. The book reviewer has such tremen
dous power and can ruin a writer. I don’t want to ruin any writer.
If the tone of my reviews usually indicates that the books are well
done, it fortunately is because that is the kind I usually get.
“Once, though, I refused to do a review because the book was so
bad. I just didn’t want to have anything to do with it. I’d rather
refuse a review than write a scathing one about a bad book.
Writing a review is particularly hard if the author happens to be
someone I know. This has happened once in awhile. In that case,
when I write or wire the editors, I warn them that this is a friend of
mine. I let them decide, although usually they say to go ahead
anyway.
“In one sense, I have to review books. I feel an obligation not to
crush the author, especially if he is a new one. But I also feel an
obligation to tell the reader what I really th ink about a book.
Presumably my opinion counts or the editor wouldn’t ask me. It’s
a delicate situation and I don’t like it.”
One o f the few books Miss Johnson disliked was John W illiam s’
novel Butcher's Crossing. She thought it was “detestable” and
commented:
“The jacket blurb said it was about a young man who went out
to shoot buffalo to find himself. Well, he didn’t find himself; he
started out an absolute neurotic and he was still one when the
book ended.
“He hadn't found anything except a few buffalo. I was
disgusted w ith it because I th in k people like that are the product
o f contemporary civilization. I don’t th in k an author should put
a 20th century man back into the 19th century.”
In her review, she made her p o in t b u t also managed to com pli
m ent W illiam s: “The author has a tru ly creative imagination. His
descriptions are spectacular.”
Miss Johnson also was unsympathetic toward August D erleth’s
novel The Hills Stand Watch. For the New York Herald Tribune Book
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Revieu y she wrote, in part:
There is plenty of plot and action, but none o f it is very convin
cing because the people are not. Because they lack reality, adultery
does not seem reprehensible (or inevitable, except that the plot
requires it), death by fire does not seem terrible, and passion is just
something to read about.
She th en w rote to the Herald Tribune's book re\ iew editor, Irita
\^an D oren:
A p ril 2^, NhO
Dear Miss Van Doren:
1 don't want this review of August Derleth’s book to sound
snippy, but it is not a good book. He has gone through the
motions conscientiously, but his characters are cardboard.
Years ago I used to dote on his fantastic stories about
werewolves and monsters from the deep. It’s too bad he went
legitimate. D on’t quote me!
In reviewing Professor K. Ross Toole’s Montana, An Uncommon
Land, Miss Johnson dem onstrated she could be fu n n y as well as
firm :
The most uncommon thing about Montana, you will learn
from this book, is its politics. Compared w ith M ontana’s political
fights, the Custer Massacre (to which the author gives a dutiful
paragraph) was as momentous as a free-for-all on a grade school
playground
When Toole gets to the copper kings—W illiam A. Clark, M ar
cus Daly and F. Augustus Heinze—and politics, he really chews
the scenery. This is obviously what he was leading up to. He
doesn’t much like the Anaconda Company or its predecessors.
“The Company” has been criticized and “exposed” many times
in print and, as far as I know, defended only once, in Anaconda, by
Isaac P. Marcosson (Dodd, Mead, 1957). M r. Marcosson wrote
the company’s corporate biography w ith admiration akin to awe,
like a Renaissance public-relations man doing a Sunday feature
on the current Borgia. There must be a tale to tell that would
come somewhere between crusading attack and reverent defense.
The author stretches the facts when he says, “Today M ontana’s
daily press is still owned and controlled by the. Anaconda
Company.” When he wrote, six dailies were, o f the nine dailies,
including the very influential Great Falls Tribune.
Miss Johnson was sharply criticized for one review. A fte r some
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persuasion fro m D r. R obert G . A thearn, book review editor o f
Montana, The Magazine of Western History, she agreed to critique
R ichard Lancaster’s Piegan, a book dealing w ith C h ie f W h ite C a lf
o f the Piegan Blackfeet.
“Yes, indeed, I ’ll be delighted to review Piegan,” she to ld A th e a rn
in a letter dated September 15, 1966. “ I ’ve been away from it long
enough now so th a t I ’m no longer mad at the a u th o r.”
Miss Johnson, w ho was Rocky M o u n ta in regional editor for
Montana, wrote in her review:
The author adores James White Calf, age 109, the man the
book is about, but has a tendency to sneer at most other Indians,
including some outstanding men on the Blackfeet Reservation.
This makes me mad, and 1 trust that the men he undercuts will
read this book and get equally mad.
Putting aside my personal animosity toward M r. Lancaster for
taking cracks at some of my Blackfeet friends, 1must say that this
is a very lively, informative and sometimes hilariously funny
book. I’ll even try to ignore his use of Blackfoots as a plural.
M r. Lancaster lived in James White Calfs home, recorded his
stories, asked the right questions to get illuminating answers, and
kept a perceptive journal. His book is about the good old days
recalled by his aged informant and about the bad new days as
observed by the author himself. It is a rich mixture (and by mix
ture I don’t imply that it’s disorderly) of history, anthropology,
folklore and current social and economic problems.
The author’s specialty is linguistics. He went to the Blackfeet
(Blackfoots?) to study the language. He’s way beyond most of us in
his use of esoteric English, too. What is a “fulgent, smaragdine
smile”? What is “sequacious”? What is a “thick, sciuroid tail of
dust”? No, no, don’t tell me. I’d rather just worry about it.
This is a man with firm opinions and strong feeling about
everything he thinks about. So this is a good book.
T he spring, 1968 edition o f Montana contained a letter from
N ancy M cLaughlin, a reader from Sequim, Washington, and the
illustrator o f Lancaster’s book:
Re: Dorothy Johnson’s review of Piegan by Richard Lancaster in
your Autum n issue, 1967:1 was both surprised and disgusted that
Miss Johnson had obviously not read the book thoroughly beforereviewing it. 1can find no other excuse for her statement that Mr.
Lancaster “has a tendency to sneer at most other Indians.”
Certainly the book’s introduc tion explained the author’s use of
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the term “ Blackfoots” which perturbed Miss J. Perhaps the ex
planation lies in her apparent inability to use the dictionary: e.g.,
“ what is ‘sequacious’?”
1find it gratifying, however, that she at last conceded Piegan was
“ a good book,” since among its many other awards, it was
selected to grace the American Library Association’s list of 60
notable books published internationally in M66 and goes into a
French language edition this year.
Having had the honor to illustrate this fine book and having
therefore worked closely w ith M r. Lancaster and his many
Blackfoot friends, I find he has more empathy, tru th and sincerity
w ith Indians than A N Y white person I have known. Conse
quently, 1 am looking forward to his future publications as he
continues to work among the Bloods, Piegans, and “Blackfoots.”
Miss M c L a u g h lin was o n ly guessing, o f course, th a t Miss
Johnson had “ n o t read the book th o ro u g h ly before reviewing it.”
H e r guess was w rong. Miss Johnson explained her technique in
review ing books:
“I read every book at least twice and maybe more than that. 1
read it the first time and make notes as I go. Then I look back to
see what those notes mean. In w riting the review, which 1do four
or five times, I go back again. It’s an awful job for such a small piece
o f writing and such low pay.
“O f course, for Montana magazine I do reviews for love. They
don’t pay at all. The others pay me $25 to $50, which is not very
much money if you have to spend four or five days on the review.
Maybe I’m not very competent; maybe I shouldn’t spend that
much time, but I do.”
Miss Johnson began reviewing books for Saturday Review in
1958. In discussing Crow Killer, the gory history o f a legendary
M o n ta n a character named Liver-Eating Johnson, she wrote:
Jim Bridger, John Colter, K it Carson—these and a few other
trappers are known to everyone who cares enough about the great
days of the frontier to read about them. These men had biogra
phers. U n til now Liver-Eating Johnson has had none. He has
been a shadow, mentioned casually in obscure reminiscences,
w ith most of the details wrong.
However, thanks to the patient scholarship (and admirably
dramatic writing) of Raymond W Thorp and Robert Bunker, he
emerges as flesh and blood, with the emphasis on blood. LiverEating Johnson was not the kind of frontiersman whose adven
tures can be prettied up for children’s stories or television shows.
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His story is the material from which grand opera might be made,
except that Richard Wagner died too soon.
The m ountain men were the violent, heroic, doomed gods of
the American frontier, and their Valhalla was the Rocky
Mountains.
A b o u t D o n B erry’s novel Trashy Miss Johnson w rote w hat
perhaps was her most com plim entary review:
The most exciting book I have read in years. Very few writers can
evoke truly a time and a way of life that they have experienced only
in imagination. Once in a long while this controlled dreaming,
which makes real what never happened, creates a novel that can be
called great. This is the kind of imagination that Don Berry has.
A t the age of 27, he has produced a book which I must call
great
The narrative begins quietly, gently, and increases in
suspense until it has the power of an avalanche
Here is all
manner of conflict, and trium ph of the most admirable kind.
Miss Johnson’s h um or often was present in her reviews, as
shown by a com m ent in her critique o f The Book of the American
West for the New York Herald Tribune and its syndicate: “T his
volum e is impressive fo r bulk, beauty and scope, b u t it w ill never
be popular for reading in bed. A reclining reader risks internal
injuries.”
Miss Johnson sometime found reviewing books d ifficult because
o f the rush involved:
“The editors wire you and give you just a few days. They ask you
if you will review such and such, which you’ve never heard of, of
course. Maybe you’ve never even heard of the author. A nd they
have to have the review by a certain date.
“Some of them don’t realize that Missoula, Montana, is not
right across the river from New York City. It takes awhile for the
book to get out here.
“Then you search your soul to see if you can drop everything
else for a few days in order to read the book and write the review.
W ith Saturday Review they don’t even send the book. They send
the galley proofs, great long things tied up with string. This is not
the easiest way to read a book. Usually they are not corrected and
you keep running across errors that worry you. Sometimes the
preface, which may be very important to you, is not with it.”
By the end o f 1968, Miss Johnson had reviewed more than 40
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books o f the West for the New York Herald Tribune Book Review
and Book Week, Saturday Review, Oregon Historical Quarterly and
The Wagazine of \Xhtem Historw
“U sually there isn’t tim e to do m uch outside research for
reviews,” she said. “ Editors assume when thev choose a reviewer
th a t he already has some background. O ccasionally, I fin d myself
very m uch handicapped by n o t kn o w in g w hat an author has
done before. W h e n th a t happens, I just have to struggle along.”
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Miss Johnson

[ 188]

C H A P T E R

F I F T E E N

Dorothy Johnson
on Witing
Youth passes, and youth was short for Xlarjory.
One day last summer I saw her,
A n d her face was old in the sunlight—
M arjory, old at nineteen!
In two long years we had never spoken.
A n d she had been married.
She lost her beauty in those two gray years
Cooking over a rusty kitchen range.
Slaving her life away for a fool.
The slack-mouthed idler she married—
A ll because her dying mother had made her promise.
O h, the dead have no right to bind us.
Us, who have our young lives to live!
H U S B E G I N S “M A R JO R Y ” IN TH E M A R C H 1924

issue o f The Frontier. Some observers consider the
poem—based on an em otional experience w hile she
was in high school—the best product o f D o ro th y
Johnson’s b rie f career as a poet. T he deep em otion underlying
“ M a rjo ry ” is im p o rta n t in u nd e rsta n d in g M iss Jo hn so n ’s
philosophy o f w riting . To her, good w ritin g is b o rn o f em otion. In
an interview granted K a th ry n W right o f The Billings (M ontana)
Gazette, she discussed the subject:
“The important thing is that the short story starts w ith an
emotion in the writer. A t least mine do. A nd other writers I’ve
talked w ith say the same. A writer should feel strongly about
something. Strongly enough
to want to communicate that
feeling to others. I start w ith an emotion. Then I try to th in k of
people—characters—who might fit that emotion. People who
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would have logical connection w ith it. Then these people make
the plot. I don’t th in k about the plot first. I find an emotion.
Probably through seeing something—people, maybe—or hearing
something, or learning something. It’s harder that way. Maybe.
But that’s the way I do it. Inefficient, perhaps. It’s hard work. You
get calluses off a typewriter just like off a shovel.”
In an article, “E m otion and the Fiction W riter,” Miss Johnson
wrote th a t while she never had tried classifying her emotions, those
most useful to her in fiction w riting were pity and adm iration:
“We pity someone because of the situation he’s in, and we
admire him because of the action he takes. It might be wise for
every fiction writer to decide what kind of people he admires, and
why. Some fiction I have tried to read lately indicates that the
authors thereof don’t admire or pity anybody. I don’t see how
their characters can stand them or one another.
“A fiction writer must be willing to feel. He must accept his own
emotions, not trying to evade them. Then he must learn to extend
them to purely imaginary people, the people he invents.”
There are other emotions, however: “Once in awhile, it ’s
whatever em otion it is th a t makes you giggle. T hen I w rite a really
fu n n y story, one like ‘I Woke U p W icked.’ I d o n ’t know w hat
em otion th a t one w ould be b u t it ’s a kin d o f feeling in the pit o f
your stomach th a t makes you want to laugh out loud.”
T h a t compassion figured in Miss Johnson’s short stories is
indicated by a com m ent from the late D r. H arold G. M erriam , her
E n g lish professor at th e U n iv e rs ity o f M o n ta n a : “ T h e
tendency
was for her to reveal conditions o f w orking people. 1
remember one story
called ‘The F ruit Tramps’ in w hich she
shows great sympathy for the w orking class. T h a t probably has
been characteristic o f her th roughout her life.”
A pparently Professor M e rria m ’s evaluation is correct, judging
from Miss Johnson’s comments about W ashington’s Ok;inogan
Valley m igrant workers who inspired the story: “I felt sorry for
them because people were always talking about them in O ka no 
gan during the fru it season. Everybody was suspicious o f them
because they were a footloose lot
People at that time who
stayed in one place were suspicious o f wanderers.”
In a series o f lectures delivered in 1959 at ( ioncordia College in
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M o o rh ea d , M innesota, Miss Johnson described w h o m

she

adm ired and therefore chose to b rin g to life in her stories: “ I like to
w rite about Indians and the rugged characters o f fro n tie r davs. I
admire physical courage. Perhaps one reason is th a t I am n ot
endowed w ith courage myself.”
She stressed the im portance o f research—asking questions and
reading: “You must be w illin g to bother. You must be explicit in
w hat you w rite. T h e w rite r owes the reader answers to all ques
tions, b u t the w rite r must first th in k o f the questions.”
H u m a n actions or deeds Miss Johnson could n o t com prehend
or identify w ith —actions for w hich she felt genuine d is g u s taffected her sym pathy, altering it to the p ity o f contem pt or
transform ing it to an em otion th a t precluded creation o f a story.
O nce, w hile in the Missoula C o u n ty sheriffs office to get finger
p rin te d for a pistol perm it, her sym pathy was aroused by an
impoverished young m an and w om an being released after a n ight
in jail. Miss Johnson became concerned about the couple’s
apparently lim ited resources—48 cents, a wallet, a com b and a
marriage license—and the next day phoned a deputy to see if a
modest fu n d could be established to help others leaving ja il
needing a stake. W hen the deputy to ld her w hy the tw o had been
detained (they had damaged the hom e o f an old w om an w ho was
in the hospital), the em otion th a t m ig h t have given b irth to a story
was transform ed. Miss Johnson wrote:
1cannot understand the young couple who did that. Therefore, I
cannot write a story about them or anyone like them. 1pity them,
against my better judgment, and wonder what made them into
monsters. The strange thing is that 1 can understand armed rob
bery and even murder without having tried either one. 1can write
about outlaws and killers, identifying myself with them. But young,
attractive people who commit wanton vandalism I cannot under
stand or write about. From this experience.
there remains my
unwilling pity, but I cannot translate it from life to a story.
Miss Johnson once said th a t “fictio n writers tend to reach o ut
for new experiences and variations on emotions, because these are
the seeds o f stories. We need a store o f these fo r future use, a private
little granary. I f we ever use them all up, how can we w rite
anyth in g more?” She used an anecdote to illustrate her p o in t, th en
explained its significance:
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When I was about eleven, I went w ith a small group o f people to
a town 15 miles from home. That was quite an excursion. We
traveled by bus
and took a basket lunch for economy’s sake.
Then we had to find a place to eat, and the place we found was
somebody’s front yard.
I have never forgotten the people who invited us to have our
lunch in their yard. They were a very old couple, cordial and
eager. They shared w ith us what they had, rhubarb sauce. It was
very sour. After we left them, I mentioned this, wondering why
they hadn't put sugar in it, and someone explained quietly,
“They’re so poor they can't afford sugar.’’
Then, as even now, that understanding had a strong emotional
impact. N ot even sugar to sweeten the sauce made from rhubarb
they raised—but they gave strangers some of what they had .
These were old people, w ith a bleak present and very little
future. They were wonderful people. I could write a story about
people like them. They seem real
whereas the young vandals
do not.
W hat I have told about these old people
is the kind of thing
from which a story might develop when the emotion is translated
from fact to fiction. There is no real beginning—we just happened
to ask permission to eat in their yard. There is no end—we never
heard another thing about them.
If a writer used that emotional experience as a seed for a story,
he might change every single thing in the actual event. He need
not be bound by facts at all. He might not even use the
emotional realization he started with. He would start w ith that
b it o f heartbreak and go anywhere his thoughts took him. But if
he made a story from it, it would have some meaning that it
doesn’t have now.
A fiction writer translates his emotions and creates people. This
is why he writes. He becomes these people, and this is sometimes a
tormenting experience. I have been Indian warriors and cowboys
and homesteaders’ wives and gold miners and captives of Indians.
I have been bloody-handed outlaws and the grim men who strung
them up, the victim and the victor, and pursued and the pursuer. 1
have been defeated and trium phant—but never “beat.” Twice I
have been killed.
A writer who creates characters is every one of them. This is
probably why writers write. They get away from their own little
world with its known dangers into a boundless great world where
anything can happen. They live vicariously a thousand lives.
This is the finest kind of adventuring. There is no escape from
reality so splendid as the escape of a writer dreaming over a sheet
of paper.
[ 192]

In an article fo r a han d b oo k o n w ritin g , Miss Johnson
remembered the tim e she was lost in a swamp. H a \ ing read th a t
three gunshots were an SOS, she drew the .38 re \o lve r she was
carrying, fired three rounds and “ stood around w aiting cx{x?ctantlv
for somebody to come plunging through the woods” to lead her
out. N obody came. A fte r a reasonable wait, Miss Johnson,
“ avoiding the sinkholes,” retraced her route, located the right tra il
and found her ow n way out. She wrote:
This is exactly what a fiction writer always has to do—find his
own way out. Firing three shots is the equivalent of waiting for
somebody to show him exactly and infallibly how to write. Find
ing his own way out is the equivalent o f actually writing
stories—blundering around, rewriting, discarding, changing, try 
ing over and over.
The analogy has a weakness, because there is one big difference
between w riting stories and getting out of a swamp. If a story gets
too troublesome, you can tear it up and forget it. But if you are
physically lost, you’ll keep struggling for a long time before you
quit, because giving up can be fatal.
Planning a story is a matter of exploring in order to get out of a
swamp—not by just any route but by the best one.
Absolutely everything in a story not yet w ritten—or w ritten
but not competely satisfying—is subject to change. No words of a
fiction writer are sacred. A writer should keep his m ind open so
that he is able to change, able to give up a good dramatic scene or
sacrifice some wonderful dialogue because it doesn't fit.
A nd still. I’ll admit that if he keeps too open-minded and
doesn’t hang on to some landmark idea, he can dream off in too
many directions and never get a coherent story at all.
Miss Johnson described a short-story course she to o k at New
Y ork U n ive rsity in w h ich the in stru cto r cautioned against forget
tin g the value o f “if ” :
Your characters are in a certain situation that seems good. You
know how you plan to get them out of it. But there may be better
ways. W hat happens if Joe loses his temper? W hat happens if a
planned meeting doesn’t take place? W hat happens if
practically anything.
In brief, it’s wise not to start w ith an ironbound, unchangeable
idea of what the story is going to be, because there may be better
ways to tell it than the first one you thought of, or there may be
better stories to be found in the same material.
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But you do have to start w ith something, some landmark-idea.
From that, you explore outward. You may find such a promising
trail to travel on that you’ll get clear away from the beginning idea
and never go back to it.
Im p o rta n t to Miss Johnson was the concept o f searching or
exploring for a story. She believed th a t m any writers simply made
up some characters and some action, then “b ru ta lly moved the
characters around to take care o f the action,” inventing something
for them to say.
“T he w riter, himself, doesn’t really believe it b u t he hopes he’s
w ritin g a story,” she said. “I found o u t when I was quite young th a t
this is n o t the way I can do it. I have to search and fin d o u t w hat
the story is supposed to be.”
A n example o f fin d in g a story—n o t m aking it, b u t searching
and exploring for it—is provided by the follow ing commentary:
I spent my first vacation after the war in southeastern Montana.
I got there, on purpose, in time for the spring calf roundup. I
followed cowboys around, asking questions of anybody who
would talk, and looked constantly for story ideas. (A writer who is
serious about his business doesn’t sit back and wait for ideas to
strike; he looks for them all the time.)
N othing remarkable happened during the roundup—no
romances, no injuries. But it was all new and wonderful to me,
and I got lots of authentic background material, all of which went
into a notebook for future study. I spent most of the time around
camp or at the branding corral.
There was nobody around camp when the cowboys were out
on circle except a couple of lady dudes and the cook and his
wrangler. The wrangler carried water, cut firewood and rounded
up the caw y (cowboy slang from the Spanish “caballard”—herd
of horses) when the riders wanted fresh horses. Wrangling was, I
felt, beneath him; he was as competent a cowhand as any of the
others, but he had been drafted to do the chores because
somebody had to do them.
He didn’t complain, but I began to feel sorry for him.
Now the valuable If went to work. What if the wrangler were a
teen-age boy, eager to prove his skill in a man’s job, but sentenced
by his youth and bad luck t o slave for the cook?
What if the roundup cook were a bad-tempered, autocratic,
sharp-tongued old man? (Oscar of the Roundup wasn’t. But good
roundup cooks are rare, and they can be cantankerous if they
want to.)
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There were two prettv good characters, with continuing con
flict between them. Fine and dandv. Now for romance—and
puppy-love romance can be verv touching.
The girl would have to be verv young and pathetic, out of place.
Then she couldn't be a ranch girl; she’d have to be a dude.
How did she get out there in a roundup camp eighty miles from
the nearest town? A. female relative brought her, because the
family said she had to. The girl was ignored while the female
relative courted a cowboy. (A nd don’t th in k dude girls wait for
cowboys to court theml) O ur little heroine had to hang around
camp w ith the cranky cook and the troubled young wrangler.
The payoff, as I saw it, was that the girl hurt her ankle badly and
the boy wrangler sneaked out of his bed-roll to sit outside her tent
and talk to her all night, just to comfort her. The other men found
out about it and he became the laughing-stock of the countv.
The girl never forgot his kindness, and from that childhood
romance grew a later, adult one.
It was all very touching, but it wasn’t quite believable. I wasted a
lot of time and effort on that story—and then started over.
This time the roundup background, which had started the
whole thing, was omitted entirely. (I’ll use it sometime, though.
N othing a writer learns is ever really wasted.)
Everything was changed in the new story. The hero was a
cowboy, but a rich one, part owner.of a family cattle empire. The
girl was still an Easterner, but she worked for a living. They
weren’t teen-agers, but in their romantic twenties. A nd they
didn’t meet in Montana, but on a dude ranch fifty- miles from
New York C ity. There was no cantankerous old roundup cook;
instead, there was the hero’s bossy, magnificent old grandmother.
T h e second tim e, the story was lig h t and fu n n y rather th a n
pathetic. Argosy published it as “H o ld T h a t B u ll!”—n o t Miss
Johnson’s title and n o t under her name, either. Instead, the by-line
read, “ By L.R . Gustafson.”
S till another story generated by the “ if” factor and published by
Argosy was “W a rrio r’s Exile,” originally called “T h e M a n W h o
C o u ld N o t D ream .”
The facts on which the story was based were these: The Indians
of the plains admired personal courage. They proved their
courage, and won honor, by performing dangerous deeds. Their
courage was bolstered by their faith in personal magic protection
called “medicine.” Young boys and men starved alone on hilltops
until, exhausted and terrified, they went into a dream state. From
what they experienced in the medicine dream they learned what
their own protective magic was.
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Now none of that is fiction. Generations of Indians lived by
those beliefs.
The If was this: What if an Indian, completely normal in all
other respects, always failed to get a medicine dream? He would be
a failure in his own environment. He might be a hoodoo for his
tribe, scorned and feared.
The story o f “Warrior’s Exile” concerned a Crow Indian’s final
desperate attempt to dream a magic dream or die o f cold and star
vation and weakness.
T h a t’s out of the ordinary; not every writer wants to write
about Indians. But pick some other man, not an Indian, put him
in an environment that he doesn’t fit but cannot leave, give him
enough strength of character to keep trying to adjust to it—and
almost always, I think, you will have the kind o f conflict that
makes a story.
Miss Johnson believed th a t fictio n writers profited little by being
stubborn about story ideas. She contended th a t from the same
material th a t produced an unsatisfying or unconvincing story, a
w rite r m ight fin d a good story th a t was entirely different. T he
evolution o f her short story “The M a n W h o Shot Liberty
Valance” is a good example. It also illustrates one o f her favorite
devices—the switch:
Story ideas can come from anywhere. Some of mine come from
western movies.
One came from a trite old gimmick that used to be popular in
bang'bang horse operas, the old faithful situation in which the
hero walks with measured tread down a dusty street to shoot it
out with a villain.
There’s a hackneyed situation, good for cat-calls from the
gallery in your neighborhood theater. It was new, I suppose, when
Owen Wister used it in “The Virginian.” It was good; it had
wonderful suspense. But it’s worn out now—and the reason it got
worn out is that it was good.
In “iffing” around with that tense but trite situation, I tried an
experiment in technique. Could that old impending-duel scene
possibly be used again?
Writers are always looking for rules to go by. Here’s one, to be
used cautiously: When puzzled, try the switch. That is, turn a
situation around and see how it looks from another angle.
In these street duels, the western hero is always bold and brave.
He straps on his Colt and off he goes while you hold your breath.
You’re not worried about his control of his iron nerves—only about
the state of his health.
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The switch I tried was this: WTiat if the hero wasn’t hold and
brave? To add to his tribulations, what it he wasn’t even a eooJ
shot?
Still “ iffing” around, unsure of evervthing in thi< still-nebulous
story idea, 1 had this problem: How would a scared man who
wasn’t a good shot ever get into a street duel anvway? He d idn’t fit
the situation. He had no personality, no motivation. He was
nothing but a wild idea, and so far from normal that no reader
could accept him w ithout a thorough explanation.
How did he get into this duel? For revenge, maybe. Why? What
was he mad about? By “ iffing,” by eliminating a lot of possibilities,
1 got a picture like this:
A man is beaten and robbed on the prairie and vows ven
geance. To seek it is suicidal, but he has nothing to live for
anyway. (Therefore he is a cynic, a drifter.) If he is not a good shot,
he is not a typical frontiersman; therefore he has recently come
from the East. He has been exiled by his well-to-do family, whom
he had disgraced. He was by no means an admirable hero, but he
improved in the course of the story.
W hat kind of man would have attacked and robbed him and set
him afoot on the prairie, perhaps to die? A hard-case bully, of
course, and there were such men among the gun-toters of the
frontier. (I have a hard time believing in villains, but recollecting
the infamous and historic Boone Helm of Montana gold-rush
days restores my confidence. Boone Helm ate two men. But it was
for other activities that the Vigilantes hanged him.)
A name for the villain came out of the air: Liberty Valance.
Still fumbling, I came up w ith another If: W hat if the hero only
thought he killed the villain, but somebody else’s shot really did it?
There was a fresh angle!
So a th ird man got into the act—one who really could shoot. He
was not admirable, either. But he was convincing. His name was
Bert Barricune.
Bert was originally a brother of the girl who was in love w ith the
hero. But what if, I thought, he’s not her brother but a man who
loves her in vain, has no hope of getting her but is so stubbornly
faithful that he will save the life o f the man she loves? Right there
Bert stopped being her brother.
Another If came in: W hat if the hero didn’t get a mere bullet
nick, as they usually do in the movies? W hat if he had a crippled
arm for the rest o f his life? So he did. As a result, he had to change
his temporary occupation—which was swamping out the Prairie
Belle saloon—and study law. He became governor and then
senator, and his political enemies didn’t overlook his lurid past.
There was much more to the story. Actually, the duel scene
didn’t take up very much of it. But the idea of the duel was the
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original spark.
I didn’t make that plot. Neither did it just grow. I found it, piece
by piece, fitting together and discarding, moving and changing.
A lth o u g h “ fittin g together and discarding, m o vin g and
changing” w orked well, it resulted in an embarrassing oversight in
“ L ib e rty Valance” as first published by Cosmopolitan in 1949. T he
period is established at the outset: “ Bert Barricune died in 1910.”
T he hero, Ransome Foster, by this tim e a senator, returns to to w n
for the funeral. From th a t starting p o in t, most o f the story is to ld
in a flashback to the late 1800s. B ut as the story ends, the year still
1910, the senator and his wife are being driven to an airport
follow ing Barricune’s funeral.
“I d id some rew riting and changed the tim e o f it and d id n ’t get
th a t a irp o rt o u t,” Miss Johnson said. “I remember announcing to
the editor by letter or on the phone or something th a t he should
have caught th a t.”
T he airport error also appeared in the first edition o f Miss
Johnson’s book Indian Country, the 1953 short-story collection
th a t included “ Liberty Valance.” She warned the b o o k’s editor o f
the mistake, b u t th a t w arning also went unheeded.
Miss Johnson had definite views on how to begin a story:
If the writer starts too far before the climax, the story can be
slow. If he starts too near it, he can get tangled up with awkward
flashbacks.
Finding the approach that has the greatest impact is a big problem
for me. O f all the possible ways to begin any narrative, which one
will hit the hardest? This problem arises, unfortunately, after all
the “ iffing’' seems to be done for the story skeleton, and just when I
yearn to go ahead before the bright light of inspiration fades.
Besides sorting out all the Ifs involved in finding out what the
story is about, I have to grope around finding the best way to start
it. I can't find out until I try it—sometimes fifteen or twenty times.
Anybody can plot a story mechanically and follow the plot
without deviating and come out with some kind of narrative. I’ve
tried it—often!—but it has never worked out. Finding a story is
harder than plotting one, but for me it works better. In fact, it’s
the only way that does work.
Story ideas. Miss Johnson believed, could come from anywhere.
H ow to develop the story—how to find it and help it grow from
the idea—depended, she thought, on how the w riter was feeling at
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the tim e:
Too much introspection can lead to madness, but a writer must
look inside himself, because th a t’s where his stories come from.
How do you feel right this minute? W hv you feel that way doesn*t
matter; the story doesn t have to be about your own troubles or
triumphs. But they influence your current, fleeting emotional
state, and that state w ill influence whate\ er storv you are working
on
M iss Johnson believed th a t

a w rite r sh ou ld “ listen

to

dialogue”—th a t he should be so fam iliar w ith dialogue th a t when
it was w ritte n , it was n o t w ordy, d u ll or hard to read. Dialogue, to
her, was sim ply conversation th a t was clean, sharp and lean
“ Listen to people ta lk ,” she said. “ Listen and let it soak in. T h e n
w rite it so th a t it ’s easy to read, understandable and gives an
understanding o f the person w h o ’s ta lkin g it. It takes a lot o f
w ritin g .”
Significantly, Miss Johnson’s characters did n o t curse or utter
obscenities. It is n o t unreasonable to expect th a t in attem pting to
portray the speech o f cowboys, outlaws, trappers, lawm en and
scouts, she m ig h t have required an occasional obscenity. N o t so,
said Miss Johnson: “M y theory is th a t if you give the tone, the
reader w ill supply the w ord. Some o f m y characters are rough,
tough and nasty, b u t the reader knows they are and he can supply
the language.”
Miss Johnson remembered th a t at one tim e The Saturday Eve
ning Post w ould n o t perm it words such as “ d am n” in fiction:
“One time I used the word ‘fanny’ and the Post took it out. I
didn’t th in k that was bad. It was when Beulah Bunny was learn
ing to fence. This happened to me in a fencing lesson: The fencing
master kept saying, ‘Straighten your back, straighten your back!’
Well, I straightened it until it was practically broken. Finally, one
of the other pupils next to me said, ‘He means pull in your fanny.’
Well, I had that happen to Beulah Bunny in the story and the Post
took out the ‘fanny.’ ”
In her article “E m o tion and the Fiction W rite r,” Miss Johnson
began a b rie f discussion o f conflict by remembering a boy named
Edward, the mainstay o f one o f her earliest literary efforts. Thanks
to his 12-year-oId creator, Edward was lost in the woods: “I never
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got h im out. I never explained how he got in, either. I skipped all
th at, because figuring it o u t w ould have been hard w ork. E dw ard’s
story started in the m iddle and never got very far past the
m iddle
B ut at least it wasn’t static, as beginners’ stories often
are. Edw ard kept try in g to get o u t o f the woods
”
A b o u t conflict. Miss Johnson wrote:
In any satisfying story, somebody wants something. Usually he
makes an effort to get it. He may not succeed, but he does try. If he
doesn’t try, there may he a story in that: he is the kind o f person
who just lets things happen to him and then probably complains
about it. In that case, the story is depressing and either very dull or
very literary, perhaps both. M y Edward kept trying. Anybody I
write about tries. Let somebody else write about people who give
up w ithout an effort. There has to be a very intimate association
between a writer and a person he invented. I do not care to
associate w ith people I can’t respect—although some of mine are
pretty bad.
A nd some of them are defeated, but they are never “beat.” They
go down shooting. Most of my stories are about people on the
American frontier in the violent years when considerable effort
was required just to stay alive. I respect those people, good or bad.
The Tarzan books were popular—and to me fo rb id 
den—literature when I was writing about Edward. 1 borrowed
them from a neighbor, hid them under the front steps, and read
them privately
Years later, I reread a couple of them and was
sadly bored. But they illustrate the point about somebody
wanting something and trying to get it. Tarzan was always trying
to get from one place to another through the jungle. He was
always being hindered by something—usually a hungry lion, as I
remember the plots. He always killed the lion and then went on
until he met another one.
That is about as simple as narrative can be—somebody wants
something but is prevented from getting it and has to struggle.
That is conflict.
The forever unfinished story of Edward, an American boy lost
in an American forest, had enough conflict and suspense to make
me remember it, although the manuscript has been lost for forty
years. While I was writing it, 1 was Edward, lost and scared. 1
admired him. It was an honest story; there was emotion behind it,
in the writer. It was my fault, not Edward’s, that he never got
home.
Miss Johnson always believed in the importance o f rewriting:
“ It takes longer and longer to get the story down to where I’m
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satisfied w ith it. ‘Bonnie George Campbell,’ the first one 1 sold to
the Post, I worked on for two days at white heat. Then I was
satisfied. 1 was so excited 1 just couldn’t wait to get it typed and
mailed to somebody. But the longer I write the more particular I
get
Some o f them take years and years before I am happy.”
M iss Jo h n s o n b e lie ve d

th a t in

th e

re w ritin g

process,

characterization was the least o f her worries: “ 1 th in k the
characters are all real to begin w ith . I t ’s n o t the characters th a t
have to be polished. It’s the w o rd in g and clarifying o f the storv;
maybe fin d in g a new scene.”
Miss Johnson once to ld a group o f historians in Missoula: “If
you w rite fic tio n about the Lewis and C la rk expedition, yo u ’d
better n o t have Sacajawea be an Irish girl lost from a wagon tra in .”
T h ro u g h o u t her career, she tried to remember the difference
between w ritin g history and w ritin g fictio n . She discussed the
difference in an article fo r The Roundup, official p u b lica tio n o f
the Western W riters o f Am erica:
W hat right has a writer got to remodel history? It’s usually
better than fiction to begin with, so why mess up facts and make
fiction out of the result?
It seems to me
. we owe something to the gullible public. It is
gullible. Some people will believe anything. I get mail from readers
who assume that my short stories are all gospel truth, picked up
from pioneer settlers. They give me credit for a good memory,
which I haven’t got, but no credit for imagination.
You know how it goes from there: They have some old diaries
kept by Grandpa, who once saw K id C urry get on a horse, and all
that’s needed is for somebody to “make a story of it” and we’ll both
get rich
I did write a story that might have been about Kid
Curry, after talking to a man who knew him, but by calling him
the Buckskin K id I took off the shackles o f history.
In her tips o n fic tio n w ritin g , Miss Johnson said: “D o n ’t use real
people. Let them give you ideas or emotions. T h e n go fro m there
w ith your knowledge and im agination.”
Speaking in 1967 to delegates to the C e ntennial Conference on
the H isto ry o f the C anadian West, Miss Johnson again discussed
history versus fic tio n w hile reviewing use o f historical m aterial in
w ritin g for the mass media. She said:
“Forgive me if I define fiction and nonfiction. You probably
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know the difference, but I have to do this for my students at the
University of M ontana and for many other audiences.
“Magazine articles are nonfiction. They are usually packed with
facts. They may also include some opinion. The facts come from
interviewing and research and sometimes from experience.
“Stories are fiction. They are inventions. There doesn’t have to
be one single true thing in them. But a good story seems true. The
people in a good story seem real, although they are probably
entirely the creation o f the writer.
“Maybe the reason it’s harder to write fiction than articles is
that you don’t have to stay inside any fences. Facts are fences, and
very handy. Outside those fenced boundaries a writer can get lost.
The only requirement in fiction is that the people must seem real
and the sequence of events should seem inevitable. This is a pretty
big order.
“It is not so easy to base fiction on historical fact as it might
seem. Starting w ith facts, you have some foundation to work on;
you have less imagining to do. This should make historical fiction
easy to write. But it ’s not easy to write. Because the facts get in the
way of the imagination.
“How much does a writer dare change? How much will his
conscience let him change? How much dialogue may he attibute
to his characters when he can’t prove that these real people really
said any such thing? He has a battle with his conscience—or he
should have one.”
Miss Johnson posed a hypothetical situation in w hich a w riter
was producing fictio n about the Sioux chief. S itting Bull. Soon
after leading his people in to Canada follow ing the Battle o f the
L ittle Big H o rn , S itting b u ll confronts a M o u n tie (whom the
Sioux trusted). The w riter wants to relate the conversation, b ut is
unable to fin d a record o f it. Miss Johnson answered her rhetorical
question, “W h a t are you going to do?” as follows:
“Maybe you’ll figure out what they shxmld have said and put the
words into their mouths. Maybe you can’t bring yourself to do
that. If you were a hack writer, you wouldn’t hesitate to invent
conversation or even events. A hack writer might make the
Shoshone girl, Sacajawea, the mother of Sitting Bull, who was a
Sioux.
“If you’re an honest writer, you have to face this problem or else
not write about Sitting Bull. There is some wonderful historical
fiction in which great writers face the problem and solve it to the
satisfaction of everybody. It can be done.
“ But I don’t do it. I get around the problem instead of crashing
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through it. 1 take off from a real event but change the people’s
names. So I’m not pretending to write historical fiction. It is just
fiction for which history was the springboard.”
T he importance o f em otion to Miss Johnson’s w ritin g helps,
perhaps, to explain why she chose not to “crash th ro u g h ” the
problems presented by straight history or straight historical fiction:
“A writer who uses history as a source look> for the emotion init. You may th in k of me, therefore, as sentimental, and I can't
argue. But if I don't feel strongly about something, I don’t write
about it.
“History is full of tremendous emotion, but if you’re w riting
straight history so manv facts have to be crowded into so tew
words that the emotion sometimes gets squeezed out.
“Historians have to boil down a dramatic event, stressing what
led up to it and what the result was. In some survey courses, a
student who stays home with a bad cold may miss a couple of
major wars.”
Miss Johnson stressed th a t as a w rite r she w anted to be read by
“ lots o f people, w ho w a n t to be e n te rta in ed .” O f those people, she
said:
“The layman wants to see something happening to people. If
they don’t seem alive when he’s reading, he’ll leave you. The little
things are im portant to him. He’s reading for pleasure, not for
college credit.
“I’m not a historian. I’m a layman. The layman wants detail. He
doesn’t want to read about something. He wants to see it happen
in his mind. He wants to feel it.”
In this connection, it ’s appropriate to m e n tio n th a t action was
among the most im p o rta n t elements o f D o ro th y Johnson’s fictio n:
“ One big trouble I had for several years was that my people
never did anything. They just sat around and thought at each
other and d idn’t say Very much and d idn’t move very much and
d id n ’t do very much. This went on up u n til the early 1940s,
when I finally began to publish in the Post. Some people still
write that way and get published but I don’t read very far in that
sort o f thing.”
Miss Johnson regarded herself as a storyteller w ho wanted to tell
a good story because she owed it to her readers:
“Something I didn’t realize for a good many years is that my
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readers don't owe me anything. They are doing me the courtesy o f
reading what I wrote, so I owe them a good story. This is why I
can’t read many of the stories that are being published, especially
in The New Yorker. Those stories bore me to death. Those authors
owe me something and they aren’t coming across with it.
“The people, the action—if any—plows along. There seems to
be no movement. If you tried to graph one of those stories, it
would just go right across the graph paper. It wouldn’t go up or
down. They do a lot o f talking but it’s pretty tiresome conversa
tion to me.”
M a n y o f D o ro th y Johnson’s most successful stories came from
historical accounts. I f the num ber o f reprintings is any indication,
“ Lost Sister,” reprinted 24 times in several languages, is among the
best stories. Miss Johnson traced the development o f the story for
the C anadian historians:
“Down in Texas, in 1836, a group of settlers was attacked by
Comanche Indians. Several of them were killed, and three or four
were captured. One of the captives was a little girl named Cynthia
A n n Parker. She was nine years old.
“She grew up as an Indian, married an Indian, had two sons and
a daughter—and was captured by white soldiers when she was 33.
As a true story, this is tremendously moving. She had become an
Indian, and now her white family expected her to become white
again. She never did adjust. She grieved. She suffered. A n d she
died at 37.
“Just one photograph was ever taken of her—after the whites
took her back to civilization. T h at’s the saddest face I ever saw.
She wasn’t a white woman any more. She was a captive Indian.
She couldn’t speak English. I think she died of heartbreak. One of
her sons became the great Chief Quanah Parker. She would have
been proud of him.
“I was so moved by her picture that I had to write a story
“But only a student of western history would guess that it (the
story) has any connection with Cynthia A n n Parker. History was
my jumping-off place. I could change anything I wanted to and
keep anything that seemed good for the story. It doesn’t purport
to be history. I had no battle with my conscience. The story 1
wrote didn’t mention Cynthia A nn Parker, and what happened
to the woman 1wrote about was not what happened to ( Cynthia
A n n Parker.”
In “V irg in ia C ity W in te r,” a story in her book Flame on the Fron
tier, Miss Johnson used facts from history “w ith o u t any qualms at
a ll.” Incidents used as background include the hangings o f Sheriff
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H e n rv Plum m er and his road agents, the hanging ot Joseph Slade
and the w ild flig h t in to to w n o f the la tte r’s wife, M o llv , w hen she
learned w hat was happening.
“T here was no need to change any o f th a t,” Miss Johnson said.
“T h e story 1 w rote is about a hard-luck fam ily, purely im aginary,
th a t was there at the tim e and was influenced by these e\ ents."
For Miss Johnson, “ sometimes a tin y b it o f history is enough to
start the dream ing process th a t produces fic tio n .” Once, in the
N ew Y ork C ity public lib ra ry, she read in Paul W ellm an’s Death on
Horseback a footnote th a t to ld o f the Eastlicks, a fro n tie r fam ily
liv in g in a M innesota settlement raided by the Sioux.
T h e father and three o f the five boys are killed. Before her
capture, the m other hides her in fa n t son, Johnny, and charges her
o n ly o ther surviving son, ll-ye a r-o ld M e rto n , w ith his care. Even
tu ally M rs. Eastlick escapes. She is fo un d by whites, “ crazed w ith
the belief th a t her whole fam ily is dead.” W h ile she is being taken
to another settlement, however, M e rto n and the in fa n t are found.
“T h e lad had carried the baby every foot o f the way, h id in g from
the Indians and subsisting on berries,” W ellm an’s footnote said.
“H e was an emaciated skeleton, w ith the flesh w o rn o ff his bare
feet and was unable to speak fo r days afterward. B ut the baby was
safe and sound.”
Miss Johnson said:
“I went home and went to bed but 1couldn’t go to sleep because
there was all this massacre going on right there. I tried for an hour
or so to sleep but these were real people and there were terrific
scenes of violent action and dreadful fear. I didn’t know how these
scenes hooked up and I didn’t know who these people were, but
finally I gave up trying to sleep and got up and started writing in
shorthand just as fast as 1could go
1didn’t know if there was a
story and 1wasn’t thinking about that. These things were actually
happening in my mind without being invited. Heaven knows I had
to go to work the next day. 1 think 1 wrote until 2 o’clock or 2:30
and then 1 went to bed. The next day, after a full day’s work (she
was managing editor of the The Woman) y 1 came home and
transcribed all this stuff on the typewriter. It surprised me.
“1had given it a little thought on the subway, but the rest of the
day I had been working for Farrell Publishing Corporation and I
didn’t have time to th in k about it. 1 transcribed it and 1 still
couldn’t see how it hitched up. 1 didn’t understand who these
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people were and what was going on. But I
found that if I did a
little moving, I could find out how the scene connected. Then I
had to invent and create some new characters to flesh out
”
“ Flame o n the F ro n tie r” originally was almost 8,000 words. Miss
Johnson th o u g h t the story was a sure w inner, b u t the editors o f
m ajor magazines d id not. H er agent turned to Argosy^ then con
sidered a secondary m arket, and the story sold fo r $750. T h a t was
about h a lf w hat it w ould have b ro ug h t fro m The Saturday Evening
Post o r Collier s.
“I called it ‘Fam ily A lb u m ’ because it seemed to me th a t’s w hat it
was about and I wanted a very quiet title for a bloody story,” Miss
Johnson said. “ B ut Argosy doesn’t like quiet titles and they called it
‘Flame on the F ro n tie r.’ ”
Miss Johnson’s late-evening b ou t w ith “Flame on the F ro n tier”
indicates the pattern o f her w ritin g schedule in subsequent years.
U n til the spring o f 1967, the o n ly tim e she had fo r w ritin g was at
n ig h t or on weekends. N ig h t hours became a habit w ith her.
A v ic tim o f insom nia, w hich began in the late 1930s as she
worked on a novel, she saw a definite lin k between her m in d being
productive and her in a b ility to sleep.
Miss Johnson may n o t have enjoyed her reading o f George
Gissing’s House of Cobwebs during her senior year o f college, b ut
the experience was valuable. In classifying Gissing’s “gruesome,
m elancholy little essays” as to whether they were short stories or
sketches, she provided herself w ith a quick course in form :
“Form was of greatest importance to me then, and it still is. A
story has a beginning, a middle and an end.
“A sketch is not a story, but just a piece of something. This sliceof'life business I never did go for. It starts in the middle of
something and ends in the middle of something and nothing has
been resolved and nothing really has happened. This doesn’t
interest me in the least. Something has got to happen and
something is either changed or not changed because of it. T hat’s
what makes a short story.
“Sometimes 1 do start in the middle, but something has
happened before that is of consequence. Someone has made a
decision, one way or another, and because of it his life has been
changed. It’s usually character that makes for this change or lat k
of change—maybe the man just hasn’t got gumption enough to
change. That doesn’t happen very often with my people, though,
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because they are usually strong characters one way or the other,
good or bad.”
Miss Johnson’s friend, O pal C o lb e rt, emphasized th a t a uthen
tic ity was o f prim e im portance to D o ro th y Johnson even in the
early part o f her w ritin g career. T h e concern fo r detail remained.
In a 1943 article, “ Research fo r W biting,” Miss Johnson provided
some guidelines for a u th e n ticity th a t are as applicable now as they
were then:
If you must place a scene in a period you don’t remember, read
the popular fiction of that period. Let your m ind lie open, though
you may have to hold your nose. Visualize the ideal of the period
(realizing that it was probably never attained), and you w ill have
better background for characterization than you would get from
remembering
The fashion drawings are useful for descriptions of clothes.
Sometimes 1 make rough (very rough) sketches for my notebook;
sometimes I jot down brief descriptions.
I should mention that doing research is not writing, and that
you can get so fascinated by it that you will never get any work
done. If you have run out of excuses, you may welcome this as a
new reason for avoiding the typewriter.
Even if you do not have to start a character way back in the
early 1900s but are willing to stay in the present, there are
countless details to be checked. Details give plausibility to a story,
but they must be accurate. If you have somebody picking cherries
and apples at the same time, a wide-awake editor w ill probably
save you from public embarrassment—and, of course, from
publication. Editors are paid for being suspicious.
When you need specialized information, consult a specialist.
For one story, I had to confront my physician w ith this problem:
W hat lingering ailment, painful but not incapacitating, could take
the patient off suddenly and expensively? He found one. It was
not at all what 1had chosen before 1had sense enough to ask him.
For the same story, I had to ask an automobile mechanic which
tire should blow out in order to send a car over a cliff at the lefthand side of the road. We drew a little map, and he figured it all
out. His professional interest was aroused, and he wanted to know
what model the car was. I told him, and said it landed upside
down in the river, but they got the body out. He said, “ But that
model had a wooden top and would have smashed on the way
down.” So 1 changed the car.
For some reason, most people really like to help a writer out of a
puzzling situation. Even ethical people w ill connive w ith you in
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crimes. A n honest and respectable attorney once helped me to fix
a coroner’s jury so as to keep my hero out o f jail
W riting letters is not
the best way to find out things as a
rule. O nly writers really like to write letters, and most of the
people who have the answers simply never get around to taking
pen in hand.
It’s important to keep listening. You may not find out what you
started after, but you are likely to get something else th at’s better. I
used to set out w ith a notebook and ask baldly, “Do you know any
good stuff for stories?” That approach was flattering, but it wasn’t
productive. It scared people out of talking. When you lead up
gradually, you get better results. Precise questions get useful
answers.
Miss Johnson believed th a t almost every poet, fictio n w riter,
artist and creative scientist has a helper to w hom he never can give
credit in public because o f the helper’s name. Genius. In a 1961
article, “T he Years and the W in d and the R ain,” she discussed the
concept o f genius as defined by the ancients. She also described
how she believed it influenced her w riting:
Sometimes the writer writes more profoundly than he really
can, and he knows it. But he can’t admit it. He can’t give proper
credit to his genius, because that would be boasting, which in our
culture is not permitted. Therefore he must pretend that he did
this fine thing all by himself—and that is not only boasting but a
big lie besides.
The trouble is the word “genius.” We th ink o f it as “extraor
dinary power of invention, native intellectual power of an exalted
type.” We equate genius with a high IQ
Centuries before I progressed through the public schools of
Whitefish, Montana,
genius had another meaning. The
religion of the ancient Romans held that every person had his
own genius. It was an attendant guardian spirit allotted to him at
birth to govern his fortunes and determine his character and
finally to conduct him out of the world.
This makes sense. What everybody has, nobody can boast
about. To an ancient Roman, it was no more remarkable to
possess a genius than it was to have ten toes. They w e r e all part of
the package. I suppose a successful man could a s s u m e that he had
an especially good genius, and .a failure could find comfort in the
thought that he wasn’t entirely to blame.
We have lost, except in dictionaries, this meaning of “genius.”
Maybe everybody doesn't have a tutelary spirit now. Maybe it's
still there but dormant, silent and powerless because w e don't
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know about it or don’t believe in it.
A creati\’e artist is likelv to know he has a genius, although he
mav prefer to let the world th in k that he wrote his book or com
posed his music or painted his picture all by himselt. O f course,
the genius isn’t always on the job. Many a book is written entirely
solo and it would be an insult to one’> genius to give it a bv-line.
Now that I’ve gone into the antique meaning ot “ genius,” 1can
admit modestly that I have one, in the sense that everybody is
entitled to one, and mine is free to help me because 1recognize its
existence and am grateful to it
M y genius is a flibbertigibbet, here today and gone tomorrow,
or more likely here yesterday when I was too busy to listen and
unaccountably missing today when I have a couple of free hours
and a fresh ribbon in the typewriter.
Miss Johnson remembered her poem “O ld M in e ,” first published
in The Frontier and later in Northwest Verse. The poem’s last tw o
lines are:
A nd the years and the wind and the rain
Heal everything.
She subsequently wrote:
That was written by an 18-year-old girl, a student
who was
describing something she saw from a train window. Nobody ever
said it was great poetry. But I insist that no girl of 18 could possibly
be wise enough to write those last two lines. They did not come
from experience, from inside; they came from an attendant genius
who was wiser than the girl who wrote them down.
The girl was, in fact, doubtful about that statement. Did the
years and the wind and the rain really heal everything, or was she
just guessing? 1remember the circumstances vividly because 1was
the doubtful girl.
1 am a girl no longer, though often still doubtful. More than 50
years o f living have proved to me that those lines were truly
written. 1 wish 1 could hgive been sure long ago. Certain subse
quent events would have been easier to endure if 1 had believed
my attendant genius.
For a long time after seeing the old mine 1 had the idea that
there was something especially inspirational about riding on a
train and always took along a notebook. But the skittish spirit
doesn’t always take the same train 1 do. Once, however, she
shared my seat on a plane eastbound from Billings, and we wrote
an awfully good story as soon as we got to a typewriter.
Long ago she lost interest in writing poetry, finding the short
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story more comfortable. There is no depending on her. She comes
and goes and cannot be enticed. In fact, she is away so much that I
sometimes wonder whether I am sharing her w ith somebody else.
O ne o f the most im p o rta n t lessons Miss Johnson learned about
w ritin g is th a t attem pting to follow a success form ula—tryin g to
im itate others—is useless. In college, after reading Ernest H em 
ingway's early short stories, she was impressed enough w ith his
lean, objective style to try to emulate it. She liked K ip lin g ’s stories
and subsequently went through a K ip lin g period:
“I th in k every beginning writer tries to adopt the style of
somebody he admires. It took a long time before I found out how I
was supposed to write.
“Hemingway’s objective approach—where he told what people
said and the reader understood—appealed to me. But I used to do
things the hard way. I was always looking for limitations; I think
most fiction writers do: If you could only find out what the rules
are that a successful author follows, then you could be successful,
too. But after you have been writing for a long time, you find there
are very few rules and that you might as well forget about formulas
and stop buying books that tell you how to write stories.
“Nobody can tell you how. Everybody has to find out for
himself.”
A statement she made in a 1958 speech before the Poison
C ham ber o f Commerce summarized best, perhaps, D o ro th y
Johnson’s view o f her craft: “ Some people th in k w ritin g is like
building a house; you draw your plans and w ork from them. But
w ritin g is more like d rillin g for o il—you d o n ’t know for sure where
the oil is, b u t you must fin d it, pum p it out and refine it.”
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Courage
K THE

MORNING OF JANUARY 28,

D o ro th y Johnson left Missoula on the N o rth e rn
Pacific’s N o rth Coast L im ite d

for a 34'hour tra in

ride to M inneapolis. From there she traveled to
Rochester, home o f the M a yo C lin ic. Twice before leaving the
clinic more th a n three weeks later, she underw ent m in o r surgery
for the rem oval o f a skin cancer fro m her nose (for the fifth time)
and in preparation fo r later skin-grafting. She also arranged to
re tu rn later fo r additional steps in the plastic-surgery procedure.
Miss Johnson went to Rochester on the advice o f her physician.
Since N ovem ber 1968, he had been try in g to learn w hat, aside
from her ulcers, was causing a lingering and sometimes severe
abdom inal
pain. W hatever the d ifficulty, it prevented Miss
Johnson fro m taking a long-awaited trip to A ustralia, New
Zealand and the S outh Pacific in December. H a vin g to cancel the
S outh Seas trip was n o t the first disappointm ent o f this nature.
A n intestinal affliction, diverticulitis, p u t Miss Johnson in St.
Patrick H ospital’s intensive-care u n it for eight days in the spring o f
1968, causing her to forgo a trip to Turkey w ith her friend
C atharine B urnham . Recuperating th ro u g h the summer and fall,
she postponed several shorter trips, one o f w h ich w ould have
taken her along the historic Bozeman Trail. She d id get to G reat
Falls fo r the 1968 M o n ta n a Press Association convention, where
she received a standing ovation.
T h o u g h illness deprived her o f m uch o f the tim e and energy she
gained by resigning her jobs, Miss Johnson continued to write.
H er te n th book, a biography o f S itting B ull entitled Warrior for a
Lost Nation, was in book stores by late M a rc h 1969. Published by
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W estm inster Press, it was dedicated to M e l Ruder. H er eleventh
book, Western Badmen, a volum e fo r juveniles dealing w ith famous
outlaw s o f the O ld West, was due at the publishers in June. Montana, a book describing the Treasure State and w ritte n fo r a “ States
o f the N a tio n ” series, also was scheduled to be published.
M iss Johnson’s m ost am bitious project, a book about the
Bozeman T ra il, was scheduled fo r com pletion in June 1970.
M c G ra w -H ill was to publish the book, part o f the A m e rica n T ra il
series th a t was being edited by Pulitzer Prize-w inning novelist A .B .
G u th rie , Jr. Its title was to be The Bloody Bozeman.
P eriodically, Miss Johnson was asked to take other w ritin g
assignments. Stew art Richardson o f New Y o rk’s D oubleday <Sc
C om pany Inc., requested her to consider a novel about a circ u it
rider. T h a n k in g R ichardson fo r considering her. Miss Johnson
declined. She explained th a t she had to “be” the people she w rote
about and th a t she could n o t “see herself in a c irc u it rid e r’s shoes.”
Miss Johnson also was asked to serve in an advisory capacity in the
preparation o f a television docum entary about artist Charles M .
Russell. The film , to be narrated by N B C ’s C h e t H u n tley,
interested Miss Johnson. She w orried, however, about her lack o f
experience in the television m edium .
A n o th e r h ig h lig h t o f Miss Johnson’s career was a July 1968
telephone call from Sandy H ow ard, a C inem a C enter producer,
in fo rm in g her th a t film in g o f her short story “A M a n C alled
H orse” was to begin in O ctober. H ow ard had held an o ptio n on
the story fo r several m onths and o n ly recently had taken his
second o ptio n . T he stars o f w hat L i/e ’s Shana A lexander called
“the most authentic In d ia n m ovie ever made” were to be Irish
actor R ichard H arris and A ustralia ’s Dame Judith Anderson. In
her colum n “T he Fem inine Eye,” Miss A lexander wrote:
Harris plays the horse and Judith Anderson is his Indian owner,
hut the 300 other members o f the cast are all authentic Sioux,
scooped up en masse from the Rosebud Sioux Reservation in South
D akota and imported to some remote mountains in Mexico which
the movie’s scholars say most resemble Sioux lands in 1830. It may
be the largest Indian mass m igration since Wounded Knee. To ac
complish it, the moviemen spent months on the reservation learn
ing the ancient ways, brewing the old dyes, and w inning the hearts
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Richard Harris in A Man Called Horse.
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and minds o f the tribal elders. T h e ir passion for authenticity grew
so strong th a t they even decided to do the entire movie in the
authentic Sioux language w ith o u t subtitles

Frequently ranked among the prem ier w riters o f the A m erican
West and the a u th o r o f a dozen books, scores o f short stories and
num erous articles, D o ro th y Johnson s till considered herself
obscure in the late 1960s. A t 63, though, she th o u g h t she fin a lly
was learning to relax. She said she was happy to be doing so, b u t
her friends w ondered w hether she m eant it. T hey hoped so.
A lth o u g h m ost had th e ir ow n ways o f w ording it, they agreed th a t
her illnesses were rooted in the relentless way in w hich she had
d rive n herself.
O nce w hile lecturing at M in nesota’s C oncordia College, Miss
Johnson to ld an audience th a t she w rote about Indians, pioneers,
outlaws and other rugged characters o f fro n tie r days because she
adm ired courage. She suggested th a t perhaps she adm ired th a t
v irtu e because she was n o t endowed w ith it. M iss Johnson no
d ou b t believed th a t, fo r she was n o t a w om an prone to false
modesty. H er friends, however, w ould have argued th a t she was
among the m ost courageous persons they knew.
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The Bloody Bozeman
X

JULY

28, 1862, G O LD -W A S DISCOX’ERED IX

eastern M o n ta n a . By the tim e w in te r weather
curtailed operations, the am ount m ined was valued
in excess o f $700,000.
Prospectors made even rich e r discoveries the next year. H o p in g
to become guides fo r the resulting flo o d o f eastern im m igrants and
com m ercial travel, John M . Bozeman and John M . Jacobs, b o th
long-tim e wanderers in the Rockies, in the spring o f 1863 blazed a
new road by way o f the eastern base o f the Big H o rn M o u n ta in s
and the upper Powder R iver to Deer Creek Crossing on the N o rth
Platte.
T h e ir route was 400 miles and six weeks shorter th a n the connec
tio n w ith the O regon T ra il west o f the m ountains. A t Powder
R iver, the re tu rn in g pathfinders and a wagon tra in consisting o f
m ore th a n 100 persons were inform ed by a party o f S ioux th a t
“You can’t go in the d ire ctio n you are going
We w ill keep th is
land. G o back o r we w ill k ill yo u .”
T he tra in , except fo r Bozeman and nine men, turned back and
to o k the long route over the m ountains. D u rin g the next five years,
however, other im m igrants by the thousands gambled th e ir lives
try in g to reach the M o n ta n a gold fields by the shorter route. For
th e ir p ro te ctio n , the m ilita ry established three forts: T he fo rtific a 
tio n was self-defeating since the re talia ting S ioux under C h ie f Red
C lo u d n o t o n ly killed m any travelers and soldiers along the route,
b u t also forced the governm ent, in 1868, to abandon the forts and
to close the road.
Indeed, the road became the b loody Bozeman, b u t D o ro th y
Johnson’s extensive book about the subject encompasses more. A
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sizable p o rtio n is about eastern M o n ta n a , since the tra il led o n ly
to th a t one place and the h isto ry o f the tw o are inseparable.
M iss Johnson’s research fo r The Bloody Bozeman was th oro u g h,
as always. M o n ta n a State U n ive rsity made available to her
extensive p rim a ry m aterials in the fo rm o f m anuscripts, journals,
diaries, references and recollections. Some o f the research th a t she
had done fo r ju ve nile works such as Western Badmen also
proved useful. In a d d itio n , she used m uch o f the knowledge about
the gold rush o f the 1860s th a t she had acquired in researching
The Hanging Tree.
T h e Bozeman was a short-lived tra il, and M iss Johnson’s book
covers the years between 1864 and 1868. As she had done before.
Miss Johnson b ro u g h t h isto ry alive in terms o f people—b o th those
recorded by h isto ry and those w ho are “unsung.” O ne o f her
devices fo r doing so was to fo llo w an in d iv id u a l’s life th ro u g h o u t
the fo u r years covered by the book. F rank K irka ld ie , a prospector
w ho w rites hom esick letters to his fam ily in the M idw est, appears
and reappears. For K irka ld ie , w ealth and a re u nion w ith his fam ily
are always just around the corner. H ow ever, they never
m aterialize in the narrative.
M u c h o f the book consists o f a series o f profiles, and fa m ilia r
names such as Thom as M eagher become real th ro u g h Miss
Johnson’s detailed treatm ent. She portrays Meagher, M o n ta n a ’s
acting governor in 1864, as a flam boyant, egotistical and unstable
person. She offers no solution to the m ystery o f his dro w n in g o ff a
riverboat.
W ith a n arra to r’s skill for rounding o ut a story, she closed the
book w ith an epilogue th a t finishes the stories o f some o f the
reappearing figures. She also commented th a t “most o f the
descendants o f the Indians who fought so hard for the Powder
River country now live on reservations and not so well as other
Am ericans.”
“O verall, the fascinating accounts o f personal experiences, the
novel and interesting style, and the admirable form at w ill captivate
the attention o f both laymen and historians interested in the
Am erican West,” Professor Ernest Wallace o f Texas Tech U niversity
commented in a book review for the Journal of American History.
Indeed, The Bloody Bozeman was well-received, and eventually
w ould be reprinted in a soft-cover version.
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The Bedside
Book of Bastards
OR

HER

NEXT

EFFORT,

M ISS JO H N S O N

collaborated w ith the late R obert T

T u rn er, a

U n iv e rs ity o f M o n ta n a h isto ry professor, to w rite a
b ook about evil people.
Published in 1973, the book described the escapades o f cannibals,
torturers and mass murderers.
T h e authors called th e ir w o rk Great Villains of History’, b u t
co u ld n ’t interest a publisher in p rin tin g it. W hen they changed
the title to The Bedside Book of Bastards, it was p ro m p tly accepted
by M c G ra w 'F iill.
Miss Johnson and Professor T u rn er figured th a t at some tim e or
another everybody had had a bad day because o f a bastard. A
bastard, as defined by the authors, was an “obnoxious o r nasty”
person. T he frustrations o f such bad days inspired the book,
w h ich describes bastards o f h isto ry fro m the fo u rth century B .C .
to the 19th century.
T u rn er, w ho ta ught at U M fo r 28 years and once served as dean
o f the College o f A rts and Sciences, died tw o weeks after he and
M iss Johnson com pleted the m anuscript fo r the book.
“H e w o u ld have enjoyed so m uch seeing the b ook come o u t,”
Miss Johnson said later. “H e was lo o kin g fo rw a rd to it.”
F ollow ing p u b lica tio n o f The Bedside Book of Bastards, M iss
Johnson described fo r an interview er the days w hen she and
T urner had been professors at U M . She said he often w ould say
after a bad day th a t he was going to w rite a book about bastards.
O ne day she asked h im , “W ell, w hy d o n ’t you?” T hey discussed it,
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and soon launched th e ir jo in t venture.
“We decided the book w ould have to stop w ith the year 1900
because we w anted it to be lig h t and fu n n y, if possible, and you
cannot be fu n n y about a n yth in g th a t happened in this ce n tu ry,”
M iss Johnson said. “T he people w ho lived at the tim e these dread
fu l people were liv in g d id n 't see a nyth in g fu n n y about it, e ith e r.”
In a review, the late K . Ross Toole, U M professor o f history,
called the book “irreverently hilarious.” He added, “It’s just plain
fruitless to try to review a book like this because the jo y and h ila rity
o f it lie in the way it is w ritte n . Every fo u rth line is a punch line and
yet, mirabila d ic tU y there is n o t a single m onotonous page.”
N o t all the chapters in the book are funny. O ne is about C aptain
H e n ry W irz, w ho was in charge o f the prison camp at Andersonville, Georgia, d u rin g the C iv il W ar and was court-m artialed
and executed in 1865.
“I d o n ’t know when I have been so m ad,” Miss Johnson said. “I
read the co urt-m a rtia l proceedings and there is no h um or
whatever in it. I d o n ’t th in k the book is going to sell very well in
the S outh—n o t after somebody notices th a t chapter. The execu
tio n o f H e n ry W irz is s till a very b itte r subject in the form er C o n 
federate states. They haven’t forgiven the Yankees fo r it yet.”
The dedication o f the book is a full-page list o f first names. The list
is a com bination o f the names o f friends in the authors’ address
books, none o f w hom , they explained, is a bastard. The first three
names are o f T urner’s cats and the last name is o f a cat th a t belonged
to one o f Miss Johnson’s neighbors.
O n reading The Bedside Book of Bastards, m any people
wondered w hether Turner had done the research and Miss
Johnson the w ritin g .
“T h is was n o t tru e ,” she said. “Each o f us did his ow n research
and w ritin g , and each o f us did about h a lf the people in the b oo k.”
A t the end o f th e ir book, Miss Johnson and Turner left a space
fo r the reader to list his or her ow n eligible nominees for infam y.
T he year 1973 was notew orthy in another way for Miss
Johnson. D u rin g the U n iv e rsity o f M o n ta n a ’s graduation
ceremony in June, she was awarded an honorary doctor o f letters
degree in recognition o f her grow ing list o f books and
achievements.
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Miss Johnson receives a ceremonial cross-section from a tree. The gift
bore the names of those present at a luncheon in her honor at Whitefish’s Hanging Tree restaurant. Seated with her is the late J. Hugo
Aronson, former Republican governor of Montana. Behind her is the
late Col. Joe Montgomery of Lewistown, who had fought in the
Spanish-American War, and Ken Byerly, publisher of the Lewistoum
Daily Neivs and the C ut Bank Pioneer Press. (Mel Ruder photo)

[2 1 9 ]

w

Dorothy Johnson and the late Sen. Lee Metcalf of Montana soon after
they received honorary doctor of letters degrees from the University of
Montana.
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The Golden Saddleman
Award
N D A U X T E D

BY C O K T I N L I X G

H EALTH

problem s, M iss Johnson kept busy w ritin g a new
novel, magazine articles and, as always, letters to
the e d ito r o f the daily Missoulian newspaper.
Travel also occupied some o f her tim e, and on June 24,1976, she
w ent to B illings, M o n ta n a , to receive the prestigious Levi Strauss
G olden Saddlem an A w ard fro m the Western W riters o f A m erica.
Presented annually, the award was to h o n o r a w rite r fo r b rin g in g
"d ig n ity and h o n o r to the h isto ry and legends o f the W est.”
A t the Western W riters co nve n tio n, M iss Johnson received a
borrow ed tro p h y . T he real one—a bronze figure o f a cow boy w ith
a saddle on his shoulder—h a d n ’t been ordered on tim e.
O th e r w inners o f the award included actor John Wayne and
d ire cto r John Ford.
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Miss Johnson, left, receives the National Cowboy Hall of Fame’s Western
Heritage Outstanding Novel Award during a 1978 ceremony in
Oklahoma City. The award was for her novel Buffalo Woman.
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Buffalo WDman
1 S S J o H N S O N ’S NEW N O \ EL, PUBLISHED IN
1977 by D odd, M ead, was title d Buffalo Woman. T he
book traces the life o f an Oglala Sioux wom an from
ch ildhood to her death from old age and star\ ation
w hile on a long fo o t jo u rn ey n o rth to a C anadian h a\ en.
C alled W h irlw in d as a ch ild , she later is kn o w n as B uffalo
W om an because her fa m ily was sufficiently w ell-to-do to provide
the h o n o ra ry B uffalo M aiden cerem ony fo r her.
B uffalo W om an is an ideal In d ia n w om an—strong and
courageous, skilled at the tasks perform ed by wom en, p roud o f her
culture and co m jn u n ity. As an o ld w om an, she saves her in fa n t
grandson fro m a grizzly, th ou g h she, herself, is badly m auled.
Later, she w ho had prided herself on having the bravery o f a w ar
rio r gives up m entally after her trib e ’s camp is attacked and her
daughter-in-law and nephew are killed .
S till, B uffalo W om an recovers her strength w hen she sees th a t
the sp irit o f the others is broken. She becomes the in sp ira tio n th a t
pulls the camp together. H er fin a l act also is one o f courage and
strength: She starves herself to death, giving her food and life and
strength to her hungry people.
T h ro u g h o u t the story, M iss Johnson saw events th ro u g h In d ia n
eyes. In doing so, she conveyed the message th a t the In d ia n w o rld
was a civiliza tio n w ith a d istin ct order and pattern. T he novel,
h istorical fic tio n at its best, chronicles the real people and battles
o f the Lakotas. In e vita b ly, it is the story o f the disintegration o f a
culture. A s a ch ild . W h irlw in d belongs to a prosperous fa m ily and
lives a com fortable life; in her fin a l days, she is p a rt o f a ragged
band try in g to reach Canada ahead o f pursuing soldiers after the
[ 223 ]

B attle o f the L ittle Big H o rn .
B ut even as her culture disintegrates around her, B uffalo W om an
retains her strong beliefs. She remains proud o f the way she has
lived, and she waits fo r her chance to go to the Land o f M a n y
Lodges where she w ill, she knows, be reunited w ith her loved ones.
Buffalo Woman was a triu m p h .
T he book, in A p ril 1978, w on fo r M iss Johnson the N a tio n a l
C ow boy H a ll o f Fame’s Western Heritage O u tsta n din g N ovel
A w ard. Presented at an O klahom a C ity banquet by the board o f
trustees o f the C ow boy H a ll o f Fame and Western Heritage
C enter, the tro p h y was a replica o f Charles M . Russell’s bronze
sculpture, “T h e N ig h t H erder.” It was given in recognition o f Miss
Johnson’s “outstanding w ritin g o f the great stories o f the West.”
Buffalo Woman was chosen over 50 othe r books nom inated fo r
the annual award.
O n hand fo r the presentation were Gene A u try , outgoing presi
dent o f the C ow boy H a ll o f Fame, and fellow members Roy
Rogers, Dale Evans and G le nn Ford.
“There were a lo t o f ric h Texans and O klahom ans dressed up in
tuxedos, b u t they s till had cowboy boots on underneath,” Miss
Johnson later to ld a reporter.
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All the Buffalo Returning
H E D o d d , M e a d C o m p .a x y p u b l is h e d m is s

Johnson’s 16th book, A ll the Buffalo Returning, in
the spring o f 1979
T h e novel picks up where Buffalo Woman ended,
w ith the Lakotas settling in Canada. There is fu rth e r dissolution
o f th e ir culture.
W arfare isn’t allowed, so the young braves have no way to prove
th e ir courage and are discontented. E ventually, a lack o f buffalo
and the fru stra tio n o f the young m en force the Lakotas to re tu rn
to th e ir hom eland. T he misery o f life on reservations—w ith w hite
people’s b lin d attem pts to in flic t th e ir culture on Indians—is
graphically portrayed.
Focus o f A ll the Buffalo Returning is S torm y, B uffalo W om an’s
grandson, w ho was o n ly eight w hen she died. S torm y is sent to an
In d ia n school in Pennsylvania, where he surreptitiously clings to
the o ld ways in the m idst o f a w h ite w o rld . A fte r school. S torm y
tries liv in g like a w h ite m an, b u t always w ith the goal o f gaining as
m uch experience as possible to make h im useful to his people.
He returns to the reservation b u t finds o n ly m isery—tough
bread and fry bread to eat, sickly ch ild re n and o ld people w ho
can’t survive any illness. He feels unneeded, as th o u g h his years at
the w hite school were o f no use. H e has lost his fa ith in the o ld
gods and now can believe in neither the w h ite god n o r the In d ia n
one. U n h ap p y, he w orks fo r a w h ite trader w ho cheats h im .
S torm y regains his fa ith when he travels, illegally, w ith his fam ily
to Pine Ridge, S outh D akota, to see the G host Dance. M ade
dangerous by the possibility o f soldiers chasing them , the journey o f
Storm y and his fam ily fu lfills the In d ia n way by calling fo r the
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courage th a t gives m eaning to life.
A ll the Buffalo Returning, originally title d The Dance of Spirits
Returning, ends w ith the tragic massacre at W ounded Knee. S torm y
and his fam ily are killed. D ying, S torm y realizes th a t he w ill be w ith
Buffalo W om an and the others in the Land o f M a n y Lodges.
A ll the Buffalo Returning and Buffalo Woman end w ith physical
defeat and death. D eath, however, means sp iritu a l renewal fo r the
characters. B oth novels are strongly affirm ative and, like Miss
Johnson’s short stories, te ll o f strong people w ho gracefully deal
w ith whatever life sends them .

'V

Autographing books at a Missoula store.
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When You and I
V^re Young, Whitefish
T A G E 76, M is s JOHNSON’S EXTRAORDINARY
life had taken her to m any places in the U n ite d
States and m any countries around the w orld. S till,
she loved W hitefish, M on ta n a , and considered the
little railroad and to u rist com m unity her home tow n.
She said so in the second paragraph o f her 17th book. When You
and I Were Young, Whitefish, w h ich was published in O ctober UU2
by M o u n ta in Press P ublishing C o. T he b ook is a charm ing collec
tio n o f reminiscences about grow ing up in W h ite fish in the early
p art o f the century.
“We were kids together,” Miss Johnson wrote on the first page. “I
was a nice little girl. T he to w n was a sturdy, braw ling, mannerless
b ra t th a t to o k years to civilize.”
In When You and 1 Were Young, Whitefish, M iss Johnson w rote
about people and events w ith the same insight and fla ir fo r h u m o r
th a t had b ro u g h t her fame decades earlier. There was D ad Lewis,
a packer w ho knew how to make a good bed o u t o f boughs and
w ho was noted fo r his bannocks—baking-pow der biscuits fried in
bacon grease over a cam pfire.
There was her ch ild h o o d hero, police officer George Tayler.
There was the hated A .P . T ills , local manager o f M o u n ta in
States Power C o ., w h ich operated the fledgling telephone system
in to w n . T ills w anted everything done the way it had been done in
C hicago, where he once worked.
“T h e telephoning pub lic had a dark suspicion th a t we spent o ur
tim e listening in , and very often the pub lic was rig h t,” w rote M iss
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Johnson o f her days as a re lie f sw itchboard operator. “M r. T ills felt
th a t listening in was a crim e just short o f m anslaughter. They
d id n ’t do it in C hicago. O f course n o t. N o b od y in C hicago knew
a nybody.”
A n d there was S ho rty G am m el, the to w n ’s o n ly electric and
telephone serviceman. A bachelor fro m V irg in ia , he belonged to
just about every organization in to w n. He died in 1940 and a
funeral procession was held on W h ite fish ’s C e n tra l Avenue.
In the last chapter o f WhenYou and I WereYoungy Whitefish, Miss
Johnson described the m any ways in w hich W hitefish had changed
since she had lived there as a child.
“W h ite fish ,” she w rote, “has become a year-round playground
fo r visitors fro m far and near. A lo t o f them liked it so well th a t
they bought land and m oved in . C ondom inium s and lu xu ry
apartm ents have grow n where porcupines and grouse once
lurked
”
N o tin g th a t visitors today call W hitefish a “p re tty little to w n ,”
and th a t a cham ber o f commerce brochure calls it “ q u a in t,” Miss
Johnson w rote: “T hey should have seen it when it was too raw to
be p re tty and too new to be q u a in t, when it was boisterous and
h o w lin g and always outgrow ing its britches.”
Miss Johnson and her hom e to w n tru ly had grow n up together.
“N o w we go o ur separate ways,” she w rote in closing. “Sing a
song o f laughter, a pocketful o f w ry .”
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E P I L O G U E
C ritically

ill in late i 982,

M iss Jo hnso n

h a d her attorney

burn the unfinished manuscript for her 18th book. The manuscript,
which she had been w orking on for more than two years, was for a
W orld War ll-era novel tentatively titled The Unbombed.
Later, Miss Johnson rallied and returned to her typewriter. She re
wrote the manuscript, and in January 1984 submitted it to her New
York C ity agent under the title No Bombs Fell.
Today, at age 78, she continues to live in Missoula’s West Rattlesnake
Valley.

Miss Johnson was grand marshall of the 1977
Montana Days—University of Montana
Homecoming parade on Missoula’s Higgins
Avenue. Parade theme was “Western Books.”
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A P P E N D I X
D o r o t h y Jo h n s o n

is

a n

e n t h u s ia s t ic

w r it e r

of

letter s

to

newspaper editors. Below are some samples:

Quite a lot of people seem to be mad because it’s too much trouble for the
Missoula County treasurer’s office to issue license plates by mail.
You know what? If enough of them stay mad until the next election of county
officials, I’ll bet we could remedy that situation.
All of a sudden a lot of people, including me, are living on West Greenough
Drive. We haven’t moved, but new signs appeared on what was Duncan
Drive. Nobody asked us, nobody told us—the county commissioners just did
it. Pretty high-handed, eh?
I’ve just had new stationery printed with 2309 Duncan Drive on it and
haven’t paid the Missoulian for the printing job. If I send the bill to the county
commissioners, do you suppose they’ll pay it?Will our mailman continue to be
amiable while mail for families along here comes addressed to a non-existent
street for the next several years? Will bills for property taxes still reach us?
Advertising copy writers seemnot to be aware that the word “gift”isa noun,
not a verb.
“Gift your man with a bathrobe,” indeed!
“Perfect for Christmas gifting," bah!
If I should have the misfortune to meet somebody who writes like this, I will
gift him a poke in the eye.
Yes, we need an improved airport as recommended by the chamber of
commerce. But we can’t afford the bond issue or any other bond issue.
Property owners are hurting badly. Owners of rental property have got to
raise rents because of the shocking tax increase we already have, so everybody
is going to hurt even without any bond issue. Any more increases will make
Missoula too expensive to live in, whether you own your home or rent it.
Maybe the members of the chamber of commerce can afford higher taxes,
but I know a lot of people who can’t. And let’s not hear about how Uncle
Sugar will pay for part of it. He gets his money out of the same pockets that the
state, county and city do.
The Missoulian s new look is fine, especially the color photograph.
But the tiny type in the classified ads and the legals just won’t do at all. People
pay for these ads because they want other people to read them.
Your Sunday, February 4, editorial, blaming M isso u la dentists bei a use our
w a te r isn’t fluoridated, is unjust—as whoever w ro te it must have realized.
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Dentists alone can’t get the \oters to approve fluoridation. There has to be
organized support from a lot of other people.
The opposition is well organized. It has defeated the proposition in manv
communities. Some years ago I wrote a magazine article about the value of
fluoridation in preventing tooth decay in children. I got a lot of mail from
anonymous crackpots who sent me printed attacks on fluoridation and tried
to illuminate my ignorance by warning that fluoridation is a dirtv comrpunist
plot!
Some opponents are selfish. They claim a constitutional right to drink water
without any chemicals added (that kind is hard to get even without fluorida
tion unless you have your own well), ignoring the right of kids to grow up with
sound teeth.
Dentists and the American Dental Association do care. A lot of other people
don’t.
The way I heard it, the airport wouldn’t need a lot of money for enlargement
if it hadn’t been mismanaged for years, with the planes that use it paying far
too little.
Anyhow, property owners simply can’t afford that tax increase—which,
incidentally, will also burden people who rent. They’ll have to pay higher rent.
Although I use plane transportation more than most of the people who
would have to pay for the proposed bond issue. I’ll vote against it. As for the
argument that fresh produce won’t reach us unless we enlarge the airport. I’ll
bet the people who sell the stuff will get it to us.
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